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ABSTRACT 
 
 
            This dissertation investigates the ways in which the literature of the zhiqing generation 
has contributed an important alternative voice in post-Mao China‘s modernity discourse. 
Zhiqing refers to the millions of urban junior high and high school students who were ―sent 
down to the countryside‖ to settle as peasants during the Cultural Revolution (1966-76). 
Following their return to the cities in the wake of the Cultural Revolution, many zhiqing writers 
have been focusing on their village experiences, traditional literary forms, and ethnic minorities 
relevant to their ―sent down‖ localities. I argue that zhiqing literature is much more than 
nostalgia. Rather, it speaks to many contingencies. In writing about a more pastoral, natural, 
mystic, and spiritual existence, zhiqing literature is a productive force for the animation of the 
suppressed energy found in rural China and an important discourse countering contemporary 
China‘s massive modernization project. The literature of the zhiqing generation carves out an 
alternative temporal spatiality where the teleological, urban-based, consumerist, and material 
notion of modernity is astutely disputed and unsettled.     
             This dissertation consists of five chapters. Chapter 1 is an introductory account in which 
I conducted a careful historicization of the sent-down movement. Instead of seeing the sent-
down movement as a finished program locked in the dust of history, I contend that it continues 
to shape and haunt the zhiqing on practical, physical, and psychological levels. Chapter 2 
focuses on the notion of heterogeneous time reflected in Han Shaogong‘s ―Homecoming‖ and A 
Dictionary of Maqiao. I argue that the fragile sense of time reflected in these two texts debilitates 
the progressive notion of modernity and ultimately demands a reconsideration of the notorious 
developmentalism at the center of post-Mao China‘s modernization project. Chapter 3 discusses 
Wang Anyi‘s works with a focus on the issue of gender and sexuality. I argue that Wang‘s 
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vision of sexuality is double-edged, defying not only the Maoist repression of sexuality but also 
the mass culture‘s commercialization of sexuality. Chapter 4 explores the theme of corporeality 
reflected in Ah Cheng‘s novellas The King of Chess and The King of Trees. I examine how Ah 
Cheng‘s notion of corporeality functions as a critique of contemporary China‘s desire-driven, 
superfluous middle class taste as well as the ever more aggravated exploitation of nature in the 
post-Mao era. Chapter 5 investigates Zhang Chengzhi‘s aesthetic redemption of spirituality. I 
maintain that Zhang Chengzhi‘s twisted reclamation of the Red Guard spirit and his assertion 
of religious belief ultimately counteracts the post-Mao society that is saturated with materialism 
and consumerism.  
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CHAPTER 1 
  
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
My dissertation is a study of the literature of the zhiqing generation. 
Zhiqing, also known as educated youth or sent-down youth, refers to the 
millions of urban junior high and high school students who were relocated 
(―sent-down‖) to the countryside to settle as peasants during the Cultural 
Revolution (1966-76). This large-scale transfer program is called ―up to the 
mountains and down to the villages‖ (Shangshan xiaxiang), or simply 
rustication movement or sent-down movement. Following their return to the 
cities in the wake of the program‘s failure, zhiqing writers have been focusing 
on their village experiences, traditional myths and literary forms, and ethnic 
minorities relevant to their ―sent down‖ localities; and over the past thirty 
years, they have become one of the driving forces of contemporary Chinese 
literature. In this age of China‘s relentless urbanization, where the notion of 
―forward-looking‖ comprises the dominant vision, my dissertation asks: 
Why do zhiqing writers persist in writing about their sent-down past and the 
rural lands and lifestyles?   
I challenge the reductive notion of nostalgia that has been often 
evoked to interpret zhiqing literature. I suggest that zhiqing writers‘ constant 
recall of their sent-down past is not simply due to nostalgia, but comes out 
of their critique of contemporary China‘s massive modernization project. My 
dissertation wishes to draw attention to and investigate the ways in which 
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zhiqing literature has constituted an important alternative voice in China. 
Zhiqing literature speaks to many socio-historical contingencies: in writing 
about a more pastoral, natural, mystic, and spiritual existence, it constitutes 
an important discourse countering such truth-claims of capitalistic 
globalization as progressive teleology, developmentalism, and consumerism, 
which China immerses itself in.   
I probe the alternativeness that zhiqing writers bring forth through an 
examination of the sent-down movement‘s legacies, which are consciously 
invoked and appropriated in zhiqing‘s literary enterprise. Zhiqing writers 
map out a different China via the route of returning to the past. Their vision 
of China is distinct from the hegemonic imagery of China, which is 
constructed by the urban-based, linear, material, and market-oriented post-
Mao modernity discourse. I call their vision a ―sent-down‖ vision, given that 
it is both caused and enabled by the zhiqing‘s decade-long rustication. The 
zhiqing is a displaced generation, uprooted from the city yet not belonging to 
the countryside.  The sense of rootlessness underlies their desire to keep 
alive their rural past. Zhiqing‘s rustication, in another respect, made them 
behold an unseen China outside of the official narrative and concomitantly 
endowed them with alternate perspectives. It is zhiqing‘s sent-down 
experience that gives rise to their different view of China, which not only 
includes the aspects of the nation‘s, otherwise excluded, rural and ethnic 
reality, but also attends to the country‘s historical, social, and cultural 
specificities and complexities.  
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By teasing out the resilient residues of the sent-down movement, my 
dissertation provides a re-examination of the revolutionary and socialist 
legacies that, albeit settled in the post-Mao official narrative, remain wide 
open to re-interpretation in China today. More importantly, by laying out 
the sent-down vision of the zhiqing literature, this project offers an 
intervention in the contemporary socio-cultural space of China dictated by 
historical teleology, economic developmentalism, and rampant 
consumerism.  
 
********** 
The Zhiqing Generation and the Sent-down Movement  
 The term ―zhiqing‖ is an abbreviation of ―zhishi qingnian,‖ which is 
usually translated as ―educated youth.‖ Literally, ―zhishi‖ means 
―knowledge‖ while ―qingnian‖ means ―youth.‖  However, the term ―zhiqing‖ 
takes signification in contemporary China only with regard to the ―up to the 
mountains and down to the villages‖ movement. ―Zhiqing‖ becomes the 
appellation exclusive to the generation of the urban youths who were moved 
to the countryside during the Cultural Revolution.  
The zhiqing generation was Mao‘s revolutionary Children. Mostly 
born from the late 1940s through the 1950s, this generation grew up along 
with the rise of the Communist China that came to power in 1949. As the 
saying describes, they ―were born in the new China and raised under the red 
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flag.‖1 Indoctrinated by the Maoist orthodoxy and Communist ideals, this 
generation was molded to become the allegiant children of Chairman Mao, 
steadfast believers in Communism, dedicated builders of socialism, and 
torchbearers of the proletarian revolution. The youths of the zhiqing 
generation were expected to assume a ―vanguard‖ role in the Maoist 
revolutionary enterprise. To borrow Martin Singer‘s term, they were 
―revolutionary youths,‖ who ―were imbued with a profound sense of 
mission, which was to purify Chinese society and to maintain the Maoist 
tradition.‖2  
It was the Red Guard Movement (1966-1968) that marked the turning 
point of the zhiqing generation who enjoyed temporary favoritism from Mao 
and was forsaken soon afterwards. Most zhiqing were former Red Guards. 
Having been reared on an intensive diet of Mao‘s thought of revolutionary 
purity, the revolutionary youths, who were then Red Guards, were ordained 
by the charismatic leader to rise to eliminate the bourgeois revisionist 
tendencies in education, politics, and arts when the Cultural Revolution 
broke out in 1966. Responding to Mao‘s call, the Red Guards had fervently 
                                                          
1 In Chinese, ―sheng zai xin zhongguo; zhang zai hongqi xia‖ (生在新中國；長在紅
旗下). 
2 Martin Singer, Educated Youth and the Cultural Revolution in China. Ann Arbor, 
Michigan: The University of Michigan Center for Chinese Studies, 1971. p. 80. In this 
book, Martin Singer‘s notion of ―educated youth‖ simply means the educated young 
Chinese who had involved themselves in Mao‘s Cultural Revolution. His book 
sheds less light on the sent-down youth in particular than on the youth of the new 
China in general.    
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involved themselves in ―Smashing the Four Olds‖ campaign3 and raiding 
homes of the ―counter-revolutionaries.‖ It was common that the Red Guards 
participated in the humiliating, beating, even killing of the ―class enemies‖ 
in the name of revolution. Factionalism later prevailed within the Red 
Guards and eventually evolved into armed confrontations. The Red Guard 
movement peaked at Mao‘s eighth inspection of millions of ardent youths in 
Tian‘anmen Square in November 1966. Disturbed by the increasingly 
uncontrollable ardency of the Red Guards, Mao called for a halt of their 
activities in 1967. In 1968, with Mao‘s directive of ―educated youth going to 
the countryside to receive re-education from the peasants,‖ the zhiqing 
generation was sent to collective exile and their fate was thereafter 
irreversibly linked with the rustication movement.   
The transfer of urban youths to the countryside actually began as 
early as mid-1950s, but on a rather small scale. It was so practiced, according 
to Thomas Bernstein, primarily due to the incapacity of the urban sector to 
supply enough employment opportunities for urban youths just graduating 
from secondary schools.4 This unemployment issue was directly associated 
with the problematic education system, specifically, the hiatus between the 
expanded enrollment in secondary schools and the yet low admission rate to 
                                                          
3 ―The Four Olds‖ refer to old customs, old culture, old Habits, and old Ideas. 
Bringing an end to the Four Olds was one of the stated goals of the Cultural 
Revolution, and the campaign of ―Smashing the Four Olds‖ was launched shortly 
after the breakout the Cultural Revolution in 1966.  
4 Refer to Thomas P. Bernstein, Up to the Mountains and Down to the Villages: The 
Transfer of Youth from Urban to Rural China. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977. 
P. 33-44. 
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higher schools. The state propaganda mobilized urban youths to take part in 
agricultural production as a possible solution for their unemployment, but 
there was no political coercion involved in their decision-making process. 
The rustication program took a momentum in early to mid-1960s after the 
Great Leap Forward. Urban youths were widely called to contribute to the 
rural development with their cultural and scientific knowledge. Meanwhile 
the Chinese government impelled urban youths to settle in frontier 
provinces such as Inner Mongolia, Heilongjiang, Yunnan, and Xinjiang not 
only for the purpose of economic construction but to bolster the Han 
Chinese presence in highly sensitive areas, given the Sino-Soviet split at the 
time.5 Nonetheless, the number of urban youths sent to the villages 
remained small in the years preceding the Cultural Revolution, only around 
1.3 million from 1962 to1966.6 
 If the policy of sending urban youths ―up to the mountains and 
down to the villages‖ was chiefly a response to China‘s economic, 
educational, and national security issues before the Cultural Revolution, it 
was Red Guards who bestowed a political significance on the conduct of 
going to the countryside. During the period of the Great Exchange of 
Revolutionary Experience (da chuan lian, 1966), in which the Red Guards 
roamed across the whole country with free train rides, meals, and lodging to 
share revolutionary ideas, they caught a glimpse of the backwardness of 
                                                          
5 Ibid., p. 68-70. 
6 Based on the figure offered by Yihong Pan, Tempered in the Revolutionary Furnace: 
China's Youth in the Rustication Movement, Lanham, Maryland: Lexington Books, 
2003. p. xi.  
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many rural areas. In 1967, losing their vanguard role on the scene of the 
Cultural Revolution in the cities, the Red Guards diverted their eyes to the 
countryside where they wished to continue their revolutionary rebellion. 
Such a desire coincided with the official media‘s new rhetoric that urged the 
Red Guards to rusticate themselves so as to be truly integrated with the 
peasants,7 though the ideological call was in large part a strategy to curb the 
Red Guards‘ revolutionary fanaticism. Under such circumstances, a 
pioneering group of ten students from Beijing volunteered to go to settle in 
Inner Mongolia in October 1967. 8 Thereafter, one batch after another Red 
Guards voluntarily went to the countryside and the frontier.  
Mao‘s decree of rusticating urban youths in 1968 changed several 
traits of the ―up to the mountains and down to the villages‖ movement that 
had been thitherto practiced for more than a decade. On December 22, 1968, 
Mao issued the instruction through People’s Daily as follow,  
It is very necessary for educated young people to go to the 
countryside to be reeducated by the poor and lower-middle peasants. 
Cadres and other city people should be persuaded to send their sons 
and daughters who have finished junior or senior middle school, 
                                                          
7 For example, the editorial of People’s Daily on May 4, 1967, titled ―The Educated 
Youth Must Integrate themselves with the Workers and Peasants‖ (zhishi qingnian 
bixu tong gongnong xiang jiehe 知識青年必須同工農相結合), called for the Red 
Guards to go to the factories and the countryside to eliminate the ―three great 
differences‖— those between town and country, manual and mental labor, worker 
and peasant. The source is from Xiaomeng Liu Zhongguo Zhiqing Shi—Dachao 1966-
1980 (The history of China‘s educated youth—the high tide 中國知青史-大潮). 
Beijing: Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 1998.p. 70. 
8 This group of volunteers were headed by Qu Zhe (曲折), the leader of the first Red 
Guard organization ―Dong Feng‖ (Wind of the east 東風) in Beijing 25th Middle 
School and the deputy leader who was in charge of the political section of the 
Representative Assembly of the Red Guards in Beijing.   
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college, or university to the countryside. Let‘s mobilize. Comrades 
everywhere in the countryside should welcome them.9   
 
Mao‘s directive immediately triggered the high tide of rustication movement 
nationwide. From 1968 to the end of the Cultural Revolution, more than 16 
million urban youths were sent to the countryside. In addition to its 
aggrandized scale, the movement was implemented no longer on the basis 
of voluntarism but through political coercion. That is, willingly or not, urban 
youths had no alternative but to go to the countryside. Mao‘s ―re-education‖ 
theory also subjected the educated youth, originally the vanguard of the 
revolution, to a humble position inferior to the peasants. The youths were 
supposed to remold their thoughts through learning from the poor and 
lower-middle peasants.  
The account of the early history of the ―up to the mountains and 
down to villages‖ movement permits an evaluation of the multiple purposes 
involved in the transfer program. Far more than an extension of Mao‘s class 
struggle campaign as it has been commonly conceived, the movement was a 
strategic reaction to a variety of social issues ranging from urban 
unemployment, the need of rural development and national defense, to the 
Red Guards‘ political frenzy. It is such complexity that led to the educated 
youth‘s self-perception not simply as learners to be re-educated by the 
peasants. The educated youth also assumed the roles as the enlightener, 
                                                          
9 People’s Daily (Renmin ribao人民日報) 22 December 1968:1. Quoted from Bernstein, 
Up to the Mountains and Down to the Villages, p. 57. 
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educator, and revolutionary vanguard; and oftentimes their sense of mission 
to contribute in a broader battlefield overrode their obligation of receiving 
re-education in the countryside.       
The distance of the places where urban youths were sent varied. 
Some were allowed to settle in suburban areas close to their hometowns, 
others were dispatched to frontier provinces. Actually, only major cities such 
as Shanghai, Beijing, Tianjin, and Nanjing made up the largest portion of the 
interprovincial transfer. There were three basic types of settlement: on 
people‘s communes in the villages, on state farms, and on farms operated by 
the People‘s Liberation Army‘s production and construction corps which are 
usually located in the frontier. Considerable differences existed among them. 
On communes, the youths had to take up farm work the same as local 
peasants and earned work points for their living. The youths on farms were 
regularly paid, but lived a more collective and disciplined life than those on 
communes.   
An overall slowdown of the rustication movement occurred in the 
early1970s as a number of problems had arisen in the workings of the 
program. On communes, many youths could hardly earn enough work 
points to supply their lives.10 The youths‘ insufficiency resulted not only 
                                                          
10 There was a well-known instance with regard to the problem of zhiqing‘s 
self-sufficiency. In October 1972, Li Qinglin李慶霖, an elementary school 
teacher in a Fujian town wrote to Mao a letter. He complained that his son 
who was sent down to a remote village was unable to supply himself. As a 
result of it, the father had to send regular remittances to his son. He was 
concerned because the difficulty that his son and many other youths 
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from their own inadequacies in agricultural skills but also from local cadres‘ 
discrimination against them. Seeing the youths as troublesome burdens and 
unwelcomed dividers of the limited resources in the countryside, the 
production team leaders tended to give urban youths fewer work points 
than peasants for doing the same work. On farms, in spite of their financial 
security, the youths suffered gravely from strict control and exhaustive 
overwork. In both cases, many zhiqing were injured even died in accidents. 
Female zhiqing were even more vulnerable; many of them were raped by 
local cadres or military team leaders. 11 
The ―return to the city wind‖ began to blow in 1972. At first, only a 
small proportion of the educated youths could return to the cities to either 
take up factory work or to attend a higher educational institution. In many 
cases, those zhiqing from high-ranking cadres‘ family or with connections 
(guanxi) could leave the countryside first. The rest of the zhiqing had to go 
through fierce competition for a return quota. The production teams were 
responsible for recommending the educated youths who, they believed, had 
performed well during their re-education period to return. In other words, it 
was the production team leaders who had the power to decide who can 
leave or not. The side effect of this policy was the aggravation of the zhiqing‘s 
                                                                                                                                                      
encountered in the village had been simply neglected by the office of zhiqing 
affairs. And he was worried how his son would survive after his death. To 
his surprise, Mao replied his letter four months later along with a gift of 
300RMB. In his reply, Mao also indicated that something would be done. 
Refer to Xiaomeng Liu, Zhongguo Zhiqing Shi—Dachao 1966-1980. p. 223-229.  
11
 Refer to Xiaomeng Liu, Zhongguo Zhiqing Shi—Dachao 1966-1980. p. 188-194. 
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vulnerability in face of the local cadres‘ abuse of power. The massive return 
occurred following the end of the Cultural Revolution. However, it was not 
the case that the government automatically disbanded the rustication 
program. Rather, in many palces, the zhiqing attained their access to the cities 
through collective protests and petitions. In addition, a small portion of the 
zhiqing were able to re-enter the cities by taking the academics-based college 
entrenace examination, which was re-institiuted in late 1977 after 11 years‘ 
suspension. By 1980, the majority of the urban educated youths had 
returned to the cities, regained their urban household status, bringing the 
largest urban-rural youth migration in world history to an end.  
 
********** 
Legacies of the Sent-down Movement 
 The ―up to the mountains and down to the villages‖ as a historical 
movement is consigned to the past in official discourse and the zhiqing were 
supposed to welcome the new chapter of their life after their return. 
However, I would suggest that the experience of rustication has by no 
means faded away but continues to shape and haunt the zhiqing on practical, 
physical, and psychological levels. For many zhiqing, what accompanied 
with their return following a decade-long undertaking of manual labor was 
ironically the difficulty of finding a place in the cities of their births in part 
due to their educational inadequacy. The name of ―educated youth‖ 
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comprised the biggest absurdity of this generation. With abbreviated middle 
school education due to the Cultural Revolution, the zhiqing generation was 
in fact poorly equipped with scientific and cultural knowledge. Except those 
who were able to continue their study in higher institutions, a large number 
of the returned zhiqing could hardly catch up with the rapid urban 
development. Uncompetitive in the job market, the former zhiqing accounted 
for the bulk of the laid-off workers in the 1990s. Such practical impacts aside, 
in what follows I wish to draw attention to zhiqing‘s awakening, 
reflectiveness, and critical attitudes that emerged from the ruins of the sent-
down movement. 
 The uniqueness of the zhiqing generation resides in their intimate 
encounter with two realms of China—the city and the countryside. Such 
experience fosters a re-consideration of the Maoist dogmatism, a deeper 
understanding of China‘s social reality, and a critical view of China‘s path of 
development in the past and present. I shall discuss the legacies of the sent-
down movement in four interrelated respects: 1) zhiqing‘s recognition of a 
―different‖ China; 2) their shattered idealism and awakening of corporeal 
consciousness; 3) their re-thinking of the dichotomy between human beings 
and nature; 4) the generational formation of the zhiqing.  
 Going to the countryside exposed the urban youths to a China in 
different temporality and spatiality. The scenes of impoverishment in the 
rural areas formed a shocking contrast with what zhiqing were taught to 
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believe about the new China. Shi Tiesheng, a zhiqing writer who was sent to 
a village in Shaanxi province, reminisces:  
In Beijing we had been told that socialism was like paradise. But as 
soon as we arrived in the countryside, we saw beggars. Throughout 
school we were told only lazy people would become beggars. In the 
beginning we really thought the beggars were lazy people. But one 
year later, as it became very clear that this was not the case, I began 
to have doubts about the truthfulness of the propaganda. …When I 
was there, I could not think of anywhere poorer than what I saw. The 
peasants were on the blink of starvation. They ate almost 
anything…Their clothes were full of patches. In the daytime they put 
on what they had, and at night they slept naked on a mat on the kang. 
All the children ranging from the ages of tow to fifteen or sixteen lay 
naked together under one cover... Those considered better off 
financially might have a table at home.  12 
 
Not only does the scenario in the countryside fall far behind the status quo 
of the city, more importantly, it opposes to the optimistic, exaggerated 
depiction of the countryside in the official narrative that was fraught with 
amazing transformations of the rural areas under the socialist leadership 
and triumphant agricultural development. The countryside before the 
zhiqing‘s eyes seemed to be disjointed from the standard temporality of 
China‘s development. Zhiqing‘s settlement in the rural time and space thus 
bestows them a different eye to look at China whose reality does not reside 
in the city alone.   
                                                          
12 Laifong Leung ed., Morning Sun—Interviews with Chinese Writers of the Lost 
Generation. Armonk, New York, London, England: M. E. Sharpe, 1994. p.158-159. 
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 The educated youths‘ belief in Maoist idealism was seriously shaken 
especially with the wakening of their physical senses during the rustication. 
Fed by the aliment of Mao‘s thoughts, the zhiqing generation had been 
revolutionary puritans, fixing their eyes solely on spiritual pursuit and 
fulfillment. Mao‘s reeducation theory further urged urban youths to achieve 
spiritual purification through learning from the peasants. This idea of Mao 
was an extension of his notion of ―continuous thought-reform‖ spelled out 
in the 1942 ―Yan‘an Forum on Literature and art,‖ in which he instructed the 
intellectuals to learn from the workers, peasants and soldiers so as to rid the 
bourgeois relics in their thoughts.13 In the initial stage of the rustication 
movement, many urban youths had harbored the idealism to transform their 
worldview, to continue revolution, and to dedicate themselves to the 
socialist career in the countryside. Lu Xing‘er, a female zhiqing writer, 
acknowledges: ―I was so determined and sincere then that I could sacrifice 
everything for that ideal.‖14 Zhang Kangkang, another female zhiqing writer 
who volunteered to go to the Great Barren North (Beida huang) in 
Heilongjiang province, expresses the similar idea: ―The only thing I had in 
mind at that time was that I must leave home to receive reeducation and to 
build and protect the motherland in the border regions…I was full of 
romantic dreams, believing that life would be more meaningful in the Great 
                                                          
13 Refer to Mao Zedong, ―Yan‘an wenyi zuo tan hui shang de jianghua‖ (延安文藝座
談會上的講話). The talk was delivered in 1942.  
http://news.xinhuanet.com/ziliao/2004-06/24/content_1545090.htm, last visited 
on July 15, 2011.  
14 Laifong Leung ed., Morning Sun. p. 136. 
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Barren North.‖15 Yet, the bleak reality of the zhiqing‘s settlement in the 
countryside soon dashed their idealist goal of spiritual reform. What they 
confronted daily and most directly were exhaustion from manual labor and 
insufficiency of food, namely, something pertaining to human beings‘ most 
basic needs. As I mentioned earlier, most zhiqing on communes were not 
able to support themselves. Life was reduced to the survival level. A former 
zhiqing Lao Gui confesses, ―Without the support of our families, it was 
impossible for us to survive.‖16 The spiritual puritanism, class struggle, and 
revolution, in which the zhiqing had blindly believed, suddenly seemed 
ridiculous when their physical wellbeing was threatened and needed to 
struggle hard for. The zhiqing‘s awakened physical senses flies directly in the 
face of Mao‘s idealism, a utopian enterprise with little attentiveness to 
people‘s bodily needs.     
 In addition, a new understanding of natural ecology emerged out of 
zhiqing‘s rustication experience. One of the educated youths‘ missions was to 
contribute to the modernization and transformation of the countryside. 
Inspired by Mao‘s famous aphorism ―the joy of fighting against heaven and 
earth is boundless‖ (yu tian dou, yu di dou, qi le wuqiong), the youths went 
to conquer nature. This spirit had prevailed on the farms in the wilderness of 
the border regions. In Yunnan, for example, the educated youths were 
engaged in clearing out forests for rubber plantations, a seemingly heroic 
                                                          
15 Ibid., p. 232.  
16 Ibid., p. 84. 
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exploit. The project of conquering ironically bred an awe of nature. Ah 
Cheng, a zhiqing writer who worked on a state farm in Yunnan, writes, 
When I was in Yunnan, I carried my chopper to work in the tropical 
forest every day. The more I watched the forest, the deeper 
awareness I came to that all lives in it grew into their current forms 
naturally. Neither fragrant flowers nor poisonous weeds were 
dispensable. Moving one plant would affect the entire ecology of the 
forest, not to mention our massive felling of trees for the 
revolutionary course.17  
 
The zhiqing‘s intimate contact with nature gives rise to an appreciation of the 
natural environment. It thus revises the subject vs. object dichotomy 
between human beings and nature.  
 Perhaps the most prominent legacy of the sent-down movement is its 
making of a generation—the zhiqing generation. It is a lost generation (shiluo 
de yidai); and it is also an awakened generation (juexing de yidai). Their loss 
refers to both their shattered idealism and their sacrificed youth, thus a void 
in life. The zhiqing writer Liang Xiaosheng rightly comments: ―People of our 
generation missed one stage of growth. We jumped straight from 
adolescence to middle age.‖18 However, they gained from where they were 
deprived. The sent-down experience, be it tragically heroic or miserable, 
grants the zhiqing a new lens to examine themselves, Maoist idealism and his 
socialist experiments, and contemporary China‘s socio-cultural reality. 
                                                          
17 Ah Cheng, Xianhua xianshuo: Zhongguo shisu yu zhonggu xiaoshuo (Casual talks: 
Chinese secular life and Chinese novels 閒話閑說：中國世俗與中國小說). Beijing: 
Zuojia chubanshe. 1997. P. 87. 
18 Laifong Leung ed., Morning Sun. p. 115. 
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Reflective individuals arose from this generation, who re-examine China‘s 
revolutionary history, and reflect upon the post-Mao development through 
their own sent-down vision.  
 
********** 
Literature Review  
 Most existing scholarship on the zhiqing experience has been socio-
historical, concerning itself primarily with the factual aspects of the 
rustication movement. Published in 1977, Thomas Bernstein‘s monograph 
Up to the Mountains and Down to the Villages is the seminal and arguably most 
comprehensive study on the zhiqing generation in English scholarship.19 
Winning reputation for its meticulous analyses of the goals, politics, and 
operations of the program, Bernstein‘s book, however, is flawed in that its 
publication predates the windup of the actual movement. Bernstein‘s 
incomplete study is complemented by Xiaomeng Liu and Yizhuang Ding‘s 
historical research on the rustication movement, though in Chinese, titled 
Zhongguo Zhiqing Shi (The history of China‘s educated youth). Liu and 
Ding‘s project, known for its rich archival materials, gives a detailed account 
of the sent-down movement from its inceptive stage, to its climax, and to its 
final ebb in the wake of the Cultural Revolution. 20 Stanley Rosen shifts from 
                                                          
19 Thomas P. Bernstein, Up to the Mountains and Down to the Villages: The Transfer of 
Youth from Urban to Rural China. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977.  
20 Xiaomeng Liu and Yizhuang Ding, Zhongguo Zhiqing Shi (The history of China‘s 
educated youth 中國知青史). Beijing: Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 1998. The 
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the afore-mentioned macroscopic study of the historical movement to the 
examination of the subject of the event—the youths. His The Role of Sent-
Down Youth in the Chinese Cultural Revolution provides a case study of the 
sent-down youth in Guangdong province, focusing on the youths‘ 
dissatisfactions with their re-settlement in the countryside and, in particular, 
the internal fragmentation within the rusticated youth, which, he believes, 
led to the failure of their protest movement.21 Yihong Pan furthers Rosen‘s 
effort of foregrounding the historical subject of the movement through a 
systematic examination of the youths‘ varied reasons/motivations of going 
to the countryside, their lives, and their changed morale during the 
rustication.22   
While these works furnish us with a contextualized understanding of 
the zhiqing generation, their historical narratives regard the sent-down 
movement as a finished program locked in the dust of history. They thus 
leave unaddressed the social, psychological, and aesthetic afterlife of the 
sent-down movement. Guobin Yang‘s research on the nostalgic sentiment 
permeated in the former zhiqing group in the 1990s unbinds the study of the 
zhiqing generation from the temporal confinement of the rustication 
                                                                                                                                                      
book is a joint project composed of two volumes. Yizhuang Ding authors the first 
volume titled Zhongguo Zhiqing Shi—Chulan 1953-1968 (The history of China‘s 
educated youth—the inceptive stage 中國知青史 初瀾), and Xiaomeng Liu does the 
second volume titled Zhongguo Zhiqing Shi—Dachao 1966-1980 (The history of 
China‘s educated youth—the high tide 中國知青史 大潮). 
21 Stanley Rosen, The Role of Sent-Down Youth in the Chinese Cultural Revolution: The 
Case of Guangzhou, Berkeley: Universty of California Center for Chinese Studies, 
1981. 
22 Yihong Pan, Tempered in the Revolutionary Furnace: China's Youth in the Rustication 
Movement, Lanham, Maryland: Lexington Books, 2003. 
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movement. Insightful as it is, Yang‘s work, however, tends to examine the 
former zhiqing as a social group, a collective entity. It has consequently 
largely ignored the zhiqing‘s individuality and their diversified responses to 
the historical event and the contemporary situation. 23 Compared with the 
body of socio-historical work on the zhiqing generation, the literary research 
on the zhiqing‘s work is few. Zuoya Cao‘s Out of the Crucible: Literary Works 
about the Rusticated Youth remains the only monograph on zhiqing literature 
in English scholarship.24 Yet mainly a survey of zhiqing‘s works, Cao‘s book 
fails to provide in-depth analysis of the texts and lacks critical examination 
of zhiqing writers‘ political engagement with China‘s post-Mao discourse.  
My dissertation aims to fill the gap of the current scholarship in two 
major respects. First, it departs from the objectivism and collectivism that 
marked the social-historical study of the zhiqing generation. I look to the 
subjective and individual accounts of the zhiqing on their sent-down 
experience and beyond. Through the lens of literature, my project serves as 
an examination of the aesthetic, psychological, and cultural after effect of the 
sent-down movement. Second, instead of emphasizing victimization and 
portraying participants of the sent-down movement as living 
representations of the Cultural Revolution‘s misguided attempts at social 
engineering, my dissertation seeks to showcase zhiqing writers‘ role as 
cultural agents, highlighting their active construction of self identity and 
                                                          
23 Yang Guobin, ―China‘s Zhiqing Generation: Nostalgia, Identity and Cultural 
Resistance in the 1990s,‖ in Modern China, Vol. 29, No. 3 (2003). p. 267-296.  
24 Zuoya Cao, Out of the Crucible: Literary Works about the Rusticated Youth. Lanham, 
Maryland: Lexington Books, 2003.  
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China‘s post-Mao modernization discourse. Through an in-depth analysis of 
a provocative body of work, I wish to investigate how zhiqing‘s personal 
experience can inject alternative viewpoints into the otherwise 
circumscribed discussion about history and post-Mao society. With this 
study, I aim to contribute to broader interdisciplinary efforts to discover 1) 
how displaced subjects claim a sense of identity, 2) how the past can be 
appropriated in forging new understandings of the present, and 3) how 
intellectuals in post-Communist societies have helped their nations redefine 
themselves. 
 
********** 
Zhiqing Literature, beyond Renunciation and Consecration  
The concept of ―zhiqing literature‖ (zhiqing wenxue) can be narrowly 
or broadly defined. Guo Xiaodong first used the term ―zhiqing literature‖ in 
his articles to comment on the literary works concerning the sent-down 
movement written by the participants of it.25 In Guo‘s definition, zhiqing 
literature is restricted both by the identity of the writers and the content of 
their works. In other words, zhiqing literature has to be written by zhiqing 
and on zhiqing‘s life. In a broader sense, zhiqing literature could refer to the 
works of zhiqing writers, or the works about the zhiqing‘s experience. My 
                                                          
25 For example, Guo Xiaodong, ―zhiqing wenxue zhuchao duanluan‖ (A study of the 
main tendency of zhiqing literature知青文學主潮斷論), in Dangdai wenyi sichao, 
(1984) No. 2; ―Da lin mang yu zhiqing wenxue xinchao‖ (The Great Jungle and the 
new tendency of zhiqing literature 《大林莽》與知青文學新潮), in Nanfang ridao 
(1985), Jan 23; ―Lun zhiqing zuojia de qunti yisi‖ (On the collective consciousness of 
zhiiqng writers論知青作家的群體意識), in Wenxue pinglun (1986), No. 5.   
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definition of zhiqing literature is akin to the broader sense of it. I emphasize 
the writers‘ zhiqing identity, the nexus that connects the works to be read in 
this dissertation. I wish to examine significance of the sent-down experience 
vis-à-vis zhiqing‘s writing. My dissertation concerns but is not limited to 
zhiqing writers‘ works about the sent-down movement. I also read their 
works informed by but without explicit evocation of the rustication 
experience. My interpretation of the term ―zhiqing literature‖ reflects the goal 
of this dissertation, which is to investigate the aesthetic reification of the 
legacies of the sent-down movement that exceeds the historical event itself.   
Zhiqing literature is by no means a monolithic literary enterprise in 
which the writers share similar artistic taste, sentiment, or intent. 
Diversification occurred even in its initial stage. In what follows, I shall 
explore what I argue the two dominant types of narratives in zhiqing‘s early 
works: renunciation and consecration. In particular I will read Ye Xin‘s The 
Wasted Years and Liang Xiaosheng‘s ―This Is a Land of Wonder.‖ I wish to 
show that these two ostensibly opposed narratives contribute to a 
convenient transition to a new self identity and are de facto complicit with 
the notion of historical teleology central to the state ideology.  
             Zhiqing writers made their debut in the literary scene along with the 
trend of ―scar literature‖ (Shanghen wenxue) in the wake of the Cultural 
Revolution. 26 As suggested by its name, scar literature was mainly an 
                                                          
26 Liu Xinwu‘s short story ―Ban zhu ren‖ (The class teacher 班主任 [1977]) struck the 
keynote of this new genre of literature in the post-Mao era. The story condemns the 
educational and cultural policies of the previous decade and rehabilitates 
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exposé of the harms, injuries, lacerations, and pains that people suffered 
during China‘ ten years of calamity (shinian haojie). The literary exposé 
constituted a cathartic charge of the iniquitous political maneuvers that 
repressed the entire society for a prolonged period of time. A plethora of 
zhiqing writers had contributed to this trend, whose writings were bent on 
divulging their sent-down trauma and lamenting over their sacrificed youth. 
Zhiqing writers‘ works in this period were characterized by the renunciation 
of their rustication. Ye Xin‘s The Wasted Years (Cuotuo suiyue) was one of the 
most typical zhiqing works in the category of scar literature. 
             Published in Harvest (shouhuo) in 1980, The Wasted Years created 
immediate nationwide sensation, and was soon made into a television series. 
The novel depicts the adversity and torment that the sent-down youth Ke 
Bizhou endured during his rustication. The son of a counter-revolutionary 
intellectual, Ke Bizhou was oppressed, unjustly treated, and even beaten up 
during his rural settlement in spite of his integrity and hard work. Ke‘s 
romance is also frustrated by his bad family background. Ke falls in love 
with a female zhiqing, Du Jianchun, a daughter of a high-ranking cadre. Du 
is attracted to Ke at first, but soon after learning about Ke‘s counter-
revolutionary family origin, Du refuses him. Ironically, it was after Du‘s 
father was condemned as ―capitalist roader‖ (zou zi pai) that the two zhiqing 
                                                                                                                                                      
intellectuals in the society. Liu‘s work was followed by Lu Xinhua‘s ―Shang hen‖ 
(The scar 傷痕 [1978]) after which ―scar literature‖ was named. Lu‘s story depicts the 
alienation between a daughter and a mother who was labeled as a rightist. In the 
story, Lu exposes the emotional stress and family tragedies induced by the excessive 
class struggle during the Cultural Revolution.  
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of the same fate resumes their romance. In his renunciation of zhiqing‘s 
rustication, Ye Xin points his finger directly to the ―theory of class origin,‖ 
(chu shenlun), which plagued the zhiqing generation during the Cultural 
Revolution. An extreme extension of Mao‘s class struggle theory, the ―theory 
of class origin‖ was known for its notorious slogan that goes, ―if the father is 
a revolutionary, the son‘s a hero; if the father is a reactionary, the son is a 
bastard (laozi yingxiong, er haohan; laozi fandong, er hundan).One‘s place 
in the society was fully and fatedly determined by his/her family origin. 
Portraying his characters as pathetic victims of the class origin theory, Ye 
Xin vents strong criticism of the extreme leftist politics of the Cultural 
Revolution. Ye‘s novel stroke a chord with the readers. According to him, he 
received more than one thousand five hundred letters from the audience, 
and some of the letters were signed by two to three hundred zhiqing. 27 
Indeed, the novel‘s exposé and condemnation facilitated a communal 
catharsis of repressed emotions.  
However, Ye Xin‘s attribution of zhiqing‘s sufferings to the class 
origin theory certainly simplifies the complex cause of the failure of zhiqing‘s 
rustication. In addition, his emphasis on the victimization of the protagonist 
falls short of self-reflection upon the complexity of humanity. Ye‘s 
delineation of an otherwise impeccable young man, if his class origin is not 
considered, provides the audience of a perfect object to identify with. Such 
identification with an innocent victim contributes not simply to a 
                                                          
27 Laifong Leung ed., Morning Sun. p. 215. 
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purification of repressed emotions but also to liberation from the moral 
burdens that people need to assume—for a great many victims were also 
participants of the Cultural Revolution in one way or another. On a 
fundamental level, Ye‘s narrative fits seamlessly in the official discourse 
following the Cultural Revolution. In 1979, Deng Xiaoping delivered his 
landmark speech titled ―Emancipating the Mind, Seeking Truth from Facts, 
Being United as One, and Moving forward‖ (jiefang sixiang, shishi qiushi, 
tuanjie yizhi xiangqiankan). In his speech, Deng instructed that the Party 
and entire nation should shift their focus from the class struggle to the 
realization of the Four Modernizations (i.e. of industry, agriculture, defense, 
and science and technology).28 Condemning the evilness of the class origin 
theory, the class struggle by extension, Ye Xin brings a hasty, uncritical 
closure of the past. Through portraying victimization, he also facilitates a 
burden-free embracement of future. Coincidently, the protagonist Ke Bizhou 
endeavors to build a hydroelectric plant for the village, a project in tune with 
Deng‘s modernization call. Under this light, Ye Xin‘s exposé of the sent-
down experience as a hurtful scar is complicit with the official teleological 
ideology, leading to a convenient parting from the past.  
The other major trend of zhiqing literature is the mode what I call 
consecration. In contrast with zhiqing‘s criminative narratives in scar 
                                                          
28 Deng Xiaoping, ―Emancipating the Mind, Seeking Truth from Facts, Being United 
as One, and Moving forward‖ (jiefang sixiang, shishi qiushi, tuanjie yizhi 
xiangqiankan解放思想 實事求是 團結一致 向前看).  
http://news.xinhuanet.com/ziliao/2002-03/04/content_2550275.htm, last visited 
on July 16, 2011.  
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literature, this type of zhiqing works are permeated with the sentiment of 
heroism and inclined to convey the message of regretless youth. Liang 
Xiaosheng‘s ―This Is a Land of Wonder‖ (Zhe shi yipian shenqi de tudi 
[1982]) is one of the most representative stories of this kind. The story is set 
in the Great Barren North, where a group of zhiqing pioneers devote 
themselves to open up an unfertile land. The story is a tragedy in the sense 
that three zhiqing died for the project due to the cruel natural environment. 
Yet, Liang Xiaosheng makes them heroes instead of victims. The female 
protagonist Li Xiaoyan, the deputy leader of the team, embodies the very 
notion of Liang‘s heroic idealism. A beautiful young lady from Shanghai, Li 
pledges a solemn vow to the revolutionary project that she will not visit 
home for three years. Leading the team to reclaim wasteland in an area 
called ―Ghost Marsh‖ (gui zhao), a symbol of hardship and fatal threat, Li 
nonetheless regards their effort heroic as well as honorable. On the brink of 
her death caused by an unnamed influenza, Li makes her only plea to the 
narrator: to carve the title ―pioneer‖ (Tuo huang zhe) on her gravestone. The 
inscription of ―pioneer‖ gives worth to the personal sacrifice in that the title 
itself reaffirms the dead‘s deep connection with the national project of 
developing the frontier. In other words, it is through her sacrifice for the 
nation that Li gains a self-value. The self is fused with the country and the 
Party. So the sense of heroism is achieved under the condition that one 
successfully carries out the mission with which the Party entrusts regardless 
of its expense.  
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Liang Xiaosheng‘s narrative is thus barely different from the 
exaltation of heroic sacrifice of individuals for the revolutionary cause in the 
official rhetoric of the Mao‘s era. Moreover, heroism helps carve out a 
regretless space of the past that can stimulate one to move forward. The end 
of the story testifies to such an underlying logic:  
We have fought against the Ghost Marsh in the GreatBarren North; 
we have experienced the hardship and joy of opening up this 
wondrous land. From now on, whatever difficulty or stress ahead 
will not arouse fear in us. Nothing will make us surrender, 
never! …Ah, the Great Barren North!29 
 
The sense of heroism not only affirms the zhiqing‘s endeavor during their 
rustication but also boosts their courage to embark on the road ahead. The 
consecration of the sent-down experience is thus conducive to a smooth 
transition to the new era. 
I have shown from the analysis above that both renouncing and 
enshrining the past produce the same efficacy of leaving behind the painful 
historical burden and are complicit with the state ideology of moving 
forward. However, the mid-1980s witnessed a remarkable transformation of 
zhiqing‘s writing. Deviating from the increasingly formulaic scar literature 
and from the tendency of idealizing the experience of rustication, some 
zhiqing writers initiated the root-searching literature (xungen wenxue). In 
root-searching works, the countryside where the writers were sent-down 
                                                          
29 Liang Xiaosheng, ―This Is a Land of Wonder‖ (Zhe shi yipian shenqi de tudi 這是
一片神奇的土地). In Li Shuang and Zhang Yi eds.: Zhongguo xin shiqi wenxue jingpin 
daxi. Beijing: Zhongguo wenxue chubanshe. 1993. p. 174. The story was originally 
published in Beifang Wenxue, 1982, No. 8.   
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became a locus where a complex of values and sentiments were 
brought into play. The sense of nostalgia coexists with dystopian 
reflection; the rural customs are foregrounded simultaneously with 
urban mores; pastoral setting is often intruded by ugly, horrifying 
scenes. Although the root-searching writers‘ later works altered in 
varying degrees, this reflective view of the countryside and their 
sent-down experience significantly persisted. I see such a step of self-
introspection and critical examination crucial to zhiqing literature, 
and my dissertation will focus on those works that further reflect 
upon the rustication movement and critically contemplate China‘s 
new path of development.  
 
********** 
The Chapters:  
The individual chapters of my dissertation are not intended to offer 
an exhaustive survey of zhiqing literature. Rather I see zhiqing writers as a 
constellation whose works share common concerns as much as they bear 
individual traits. I select writers and their works that concur on their critical 
reflection on the sent-down movement, its aftermath, and the contemporary 
Chinese modernization discourse; yet their writings differ considerably in 
approach, sentiment, mentality, and focus. I bring together Han Shaogong, 
Wang Anyi, Ah Cheng, and Zhang Chengzhi, arguably the most prominent 
zhiqing writers in contemporary Chinese literature. The discussion of each 
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writer addresses one of the four themes that permeate zhiqing writings and 
undergird zhiqing sensibilities: temporality, sexuality, corporeality, and 
spirituality. I will investigate how these writers engage with the post-Mao 
discourse en route their sent-down past. My analysis is therefore two-folded: 
it attends to the zhiqing writers‘ critical reflection on Maoist dogmas; and 
more importantly, it examines their artful critique of China‘s current socio-
cultural trends of historical teleology, marketization and consumerism, 
developmentalism.  
My selection of the writers entails careful deliberation, though 
subjective. It reflects my goal of demonstrating the multifacetedness and 
complexity of the constellation of zhiqing writers as well as their works. 
Geographically, the localities where these writers were sent down cover both 
the settlement in nearby villages and that in remote borderlands. For the 
former situation, Han Shaogong went to the countryside of his home 
province Hunan, and Wang Anyi was sent to a village in An Hui province 
near her hometown Shanghai. For the latter, Ah Cheng was rusticated to the 
state farm in Yunnan province located in the southwest frontier, and Zhang 
Chengzhi went to the grassland of Inner Mongolia. As I will discuss in the 
individual chapters, their family backgrounds, motivations of going to the 
countryside, and their own evaluations of the sent-down experience also 
divaricate. Hence, they are able to represent the diversified group of zhiqing 
writers; and their works resounds as well as dialogue with one another.  
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The chapter on Han Shaogong focuses on the notion of 
heterogeneous time reflected in his ―Homecoming‖ and A Dictionary of 
Maqiao. My analysis begins with Han Shaogong‘s famous literary treatise 
―The Roots of Literature,‖ which is usually seen as the theoretical manifesto 
of the root-searching literature. I foreground Han‘s conception of roots in its 
plural form. I argue that such a spatial heterogeneity simultaneously speaks 
to a heterogeneous time that counters the homogeneous temporality in the 
post-Mao modernity discourse. The sense of heterogeneous time is further 
articulated in Han Shaogong‘s ―Homecoming,‖ a story that centers on a 
former zhiqing‘s compulsive return to his sent-down village. I suggest that 
this story spells out exactly the dilemma of the zhiqing generation that is 
caught in an uncanny cycle of spatial dislocation, endlessly oscillating in 
between the rural and the urban. Beneath the crisis of identity lies a fragile 
sense of time. Although alluding to the 4th century Chinese poet Tao Qian‘s 
ideal of returning to the countryside, Han Shaogong‘s ―Homecoming,‖ I 
contend points not to the unidirectional return but a multi-directional 
temporality. There exists a continuous exploration and accentuation of the 
notion of heterogeneous time in Han‘s A Dictionary of Maqiao. In the novel‘s 
fragmented, glossary-entry- based, and non-focused literary form, I see an 
invocation of a cyclical temporality and an expression of breaking free of the 
Hegelian-Marxist linear narrative. Han‘s vision of time unsettles the 
progressive notion of modernity and, I argue, ultimately commands an 
intellectual liberation from the dogma of global capitalism and a 
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reconsideration of the notorious developmentalism at the center of post-Mao 
China‘s modernization project.  
 The chapter on Wang Anyi is concerned with the issue of gender and 
sexuality. A female zhiqing writer, Wang Anyi is distinct from her male 
counterparts in the respect that she significantly sheds light to the female 
zhiqing‘s sent-down experience. I first read the recurrent image of adolescent 
girls in Wang‘s works. I suggest that such an image is at once a revelation of 
female zhiqing‘s traumatic sent-down experience and a wishful attempt to 
redeem the damage of the female body. Wang Anyi‘s gender consciousness 
is further revealed in her literary experiment on the theme of sexuality. In 
reading Wang‘s novella A Century on a Hillock, I discuss how Wang 
creatively appropriates a rape story about a female sent-down youth and 
converts it into a productive exploration of gender relationship, human 
sexuality and beyond. Wang was among the first post-Mao writers who 
stripped sexuality off its metaphorical implications, seeing sexual desire as 
an immediate reality that deserves thoughtful examination in and of itself. In 
her writing, Wang constructs a gender equilibrium as well as an alternative 
value system where the sensual and ―irrational‘ plays authoritative roles. I 
argue that Wang‘s vision of sexuality is double-edged, defying not only the 
Maoist repression of sexuality, the memories of which still haunts, but also 
the mass culture‘s commercialization of sexuality. 
 The chapter on Ah Cheng discusses the theme of corporeality reflected 
in his novellas The King of Chess and The King of Trees. Instead of seeing Ah 
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Cheng‘s works primarily as an endeavor to revive the Chinese tradition as 
scholars usually claim, I stress Ah Cheng‘s contemplation of the corporeality 
that he deems central both to human beings and to the natural environment. 
Based on his sent-down experience on a farm in Yunnan, Ah Cheng 
foregrounds the need of the human body through narrating zhiqing‘s hunger. 
He also affirms the supreme value of natural ecology by disapproving 
zhiqing‘s undertaking of deforestation. Ah Cheng‘s emphasis on the 
corporeality counters the Maoist dogmas that not only negate human beings‘ 
corporeal needs in the name of spiritual purity but also abuse natural 
environment under the slogan of ―conquering nature.‖ I argue that Ah 
Cheng‘s notion of corporeality also counteracts the contemporary China‘s 
desire-driven, superfluous middle class taste as well as the ever more 
aggravated exploitation of nature in the post-Mao era.  
 Dialoguing with Ah Cheng‘s reflection on the corporeality, the chapter 
on Zhang Chengzhi investigates his aesthetic redemption of spirituality. I 
begin with a discussion of Zhang Chengzhi‘s Red Guard complex, focusing 
on his fascination with the Red Guard spirit, which I see as the matrix that 
accounts for the metamorphosis of his literary career. Zhang Chengzhi‘s 
early writings on the sent-down life in Inner Mongolia merge the Red Guard 
spirit with the aesthetic ideal of ―for the people.‖ Through the aesthetic, 
Zhang not only sublimates zhiqing‘s collective exile but redeem the wounded 
spirit of the Red Guards. Zhang later rediscovered his own Muslim origins 
and converted to an Islamic sect, Jahriyya, for whose people Zhang wrote 
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about their once oppressed history. His ―historiography‖ is more than a 
record of a subaltern Chinese culture. Rather it emphasizes the generative 
power of spirituality that has been rendered irrelevant in the post-Mao 
society. I argue that Zhang Chengzhi‘s twisted reclamation of the Red Guard 
spirit and his assertion of religious belief ultimately constitute a powerful 
critique of the post-Mao society that is saturated with materialism and 
consumerism.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 
THE HETEROGENEOUS TIME: HAN SHAOGONG’S 
PHANTASMAGORIC “HOMECOMING” AND  
A DICTIONARY OF MAQIAO 
   
 
When they [the educated youth] fled away from the villages 
many years later, wounded, perhaps no one would have 
expected that they had brought with them the life-long 
company of a dreamland, at the moments of recollection, on 
the occasions of staggering. 30 
 
    ―Han Shaogong 
 
I‘ve elaborated and guessed, probed and investigated, 
snugged like a detective to discover the stories hidden 
behind these words; this book is the result. 31 
 
    ―Han Shaogong 
   
That I adopt the episodic style of writing perhaps owes to 
my unfledged ability to construct a new logic framework. 
That is, I no longer find content in the old interpretation 
system, but a new one is yet to be established. There left 
merely fragments and hesitant expressions. Certainly, the 
style also embodies an attitude that prefers irresolution to 
arbitrariness. 32 
                                                          ―Han Shaogong                                     
 
                                                                              
In June 1985, Han Shaogong published three of his works in China‘s 
three leading literary periodicals respectively: a literary treatise entitled ―The 
                                                          
30 Han Shaogong, ―Jiyi de jiazhi‖ (The value of remembrance 記憶的價值), in Ren zai 
jianghu (Being in the world of rivers and lakes人在江湖). Beijing: Renmin wenxue 
chubanshe, 2008. p. 118. This article was originally written as the preface for Zhiqing 
huiyulu xuan (Selections of zhiqing memoirs 知青回憶錄選). Changsha, Hunan wenyi 
chubanshe, 1990. Translations are mine unless otherwise noted.  
31 Han Shaogong, ―Afterword‖ to A Dictionary of Maqiao. Trans. Julia Lovell. New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2003. p. 388. Julia Lovell‘s translation was based 
on the 1997 edition of the novel published by Shanghai weiyi chubanshe. 
32 Han Shaogong, ―Chuanxing zai haidao he shanxiang zhijian: da shenzhen shangbao 
jizhe,pinglunjia Wang Zun ‖ (Walking across between the island and the mountain 
village: a conversation with the reporter of Shenzhen Economic Daily and critic Wang 
Zun 穿行在海島和山響之間：答深圳商報記者評論家王樽,‖ in Han Shaogong, Xiaoti 
dazuo (Serious meditation over trifling matters 小題大作). Beijing: Renmin Wenxue 
chubanshe, 2008. p.137.  
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Roots of Literature‖ (Wenxue de gen) in The Writers (Zuojia), the short story 
―Homecoming‖(Gui qu lai) in Shanghai Literature (Shanghai wenxue), and 
the novella Pa Pa Pa (Ba ba ba) in People’s Literature (Renmin wenxue). These 
three works are generally seen to have triggered the ground-breaking ―root-
searching movement‖ in the post-Mao Chinese literature— the essay ―The 
Roots of Literature‖ served as the theoretical apologia, and the two literary 
pieces as its praxis. At the time when most Chinese writers were still 
dwelling on the cathartic condemination of the monstrocity of the Cultural 
Revolution and repeatedly licked their wounds inflicted by the ten years of 
calamity, Han Shaogong, together with other root-searching writers, 
diverted from ruminating about the personal scars to an inquiry into China‘s 
cultural identity. They proposed to excavate the roots of Chinese culture in 
dialects, village customs, ethnic minorities, traditional myths and literary 
forms, or to put it simply, in China‘s cultural past and its rural lands. One 
ineluctable question in the scholarship of the root-searching movement is: 
What historical and cultural context/factors gave rise to this large-scale 
literary wave?  
There have been two predominant accounts for its emergence. One 
has to do with the anxiety conplex concerning the position of Chinese 
literature and culture in the new international space facing post-Mao China. 
Since the late 1970s, following Deng Xiaoping‘s reform and open-up policy, 
Western theories and literatures had streamed in China. The Chinese writers 
voraciously read, absorbed Western cultural resources, and were inspired to 
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emulate their styles as seen in the large number of Chinese modernist works 
which sprang up in the 1980s. 33 The root-searching movement, as critics 
have noticed, derived from and responded to the ephemeral ebb and flow of 
the tide of Chinese modernism in the mid-1980s.34 The root-searching writers 
struggled to come to terms with the contradiction between their embryonic 
modern consciousness and their felt inability to position themselves in the 
new arena of world literature. In an interview with Shi Shuqing, a famous 
Taiwanese writer, Han Shaogong expressed his concern over Chinese 
writers‘ wholesale assimilation of Western literature, ―I am worried about 
that kind of mechanical emulation. In my view, although importation and 
reproduction provide condition for creation, it cannot replace creation after 
all.‖ 35 The issue of Western influence and Chinese mimicry hit the 
nationwide inferiority complex of the time. Far from an innocent return to 
nature and tradition, the root-searching literature‘s introspective quest 
functions both as a defense of Chinese culture and a therapeutic 
compensation for the bitter identity crisis in face of the other/the West. 
                                                          
33 On Chinese modernism in the 1980s, see Xudong Zhang, Chinese Modernism in the 
Era of Reforms: Cultural Fever, Avant-Garde Fiction, and New Chinese Cinema. Durham, 
NC: Duke University press, 1997.   
34 For example, in Jing Wang‘s discussion of the aesthetics of roots-searching 
literature, she notes the inextricable relationship between the depression of 
modernist writing and the emergence of roots-searching literature. She further 
points out, ―The historical contribution of the xungen [roots-searching] movement to 
contemporary Chinese literature resides precisely in its simultaneous challenge to 
and containment of modernism.‖ See Jing Wang, High Culture Fever: Politics, 
Aesthetics, and Ideology in Deng’s China. Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 
California press, 1996. p.214.  
35 Han Shaogong and Shi Shuqing, ―Niao de chuanren: da taiwan zuojia Shi Shuqing‖ 
(The descendants of the bird: responding to the Taiwanese writer Shi Shuqing 鳥的
傳人：答台灣作家施叔青), in Han Shaogong, Xiaoti dazuo. p.109. 
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The other account takes into consideration of the increasingly 
devastated Chinese tradition since the May Fourth movement. At the turn of 
the 20th century, the ―New Culture‖ leaders‘ promotion of ―Mr. Democracy, 
Mr. Science‖ was accompanied with iconoclastic eradication of traditional 
Chinese culture. Such ravage of tradition culminated in the ―Destroying the 
Four Olds‖ movement during the Cultural Revolution. Growing up in the 
Communist regime‘s suppression of the tradition, the root-searchers were 
largely disconnected with their cultural ancestors. In this light, the root-
searching writers‘ excavation of traditional culture and ancient myths is 
symptomatic of this generation‘s cultural impoverishment and thirst. 
However, the root-searchers did not embrace in toto Chinese tradition but 
write about it in an interrogative mode. As Yi-tsi Feuerwerker points out, 
―they turn their attention to the past with its traditions and myths, not in 
order either to reject or rehabilitate them downright, but rather to emphasize 
their staying power while subjecting them to a radical interrogation.‖36  
Their literary investigation constitutes a major force of the cultural reflection 
(wenhua fansi) in the 1980s.  
While the incentive to reforge Chinese literature in response to 
Western influence and the effort to excavate and reflect upon Chinese 
tradition may justly explain the heat wave of the root-searching literature, I 
hope to call into attention the fact that most root-searching writers are 
                                                          
36 Yi-tsi Feuerwerker, Ideology, Power, Text: Self-representation and the Peasant "Other" 
in Modern Chinese literature.  Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1998. p.192. 
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former zhiqing.37 It seems that, to them, the roots of Chinese culture reside in 
the countryside. The cultural space that they retrieve are closely related to 
the locales where they were sent down, for instance, western Hu‘nan for 
Han Shaogong, Yunnan for Ah Cheng, and the Central Plains for Wang 
Anyi. It is evident that the individual/generational experience plays a 
crucial role in the actuation of the root-searching literature. Although root-
searching writers‘ zhiqing background has been noted, its implications have 
been largely overridden by the aforementioned two major accounts. I would 
like to highlight the zhiqing identity calls for, capacitates (sometimes 
cripples), and complicates the root-searching writing. Moreover, the root-
searching literature‘s gesture of ―looking back‖ has been hitherto interpreted 
as a strategy whose ultimate goal is to ―march toward the world.‖38 Such an 
understanding lumps Han Shaogong‘s and other root-searchers‘ cultural 
endeavor together with the post-Mao state ideology best captured in the 
slogan of ―integrating with the world.‖ When we take zhiqing‘s rustication 
                                                          
37 The prominent figures in the root-searching movement such as Han Shaogong, Ah 
Cheng, and Wang Anyi are all former zhiqing. 
38 The writer-cum-critic Li Tuo‘s famous comment on the Root-Searching Literature 
brings to home this view. In a self-questioning and ad-lib answer structure, Li says, 
―why do we want to search for our own roots? –Well, it is because we want to 
march toward the world!‖ see Li Tuo & Lin Weiping, ―xinshiqi wenxue yixitan: 
Fang zuojia Li Tuo‖ (A conversation session on the literature of the new era: An 
interview with writer Li Tuo新時期文學一席談：訪作家李陀), Shanghai wenxue, No. 
10, 1986. P. 96. In addition, Cao Wenxuan and Chen Sihe share the similar view with 
Li Tuo on the root-searching writers‘ endeavor to march toward the world, though 
Cao complains about the cultural revivalism they aroused and Chen, on the contrary, 
applauds the civil stance they took. See Cao Wenxuan Zhongguo bashi niandai 
wenxue xianxiang yanjiu (Examination of the Chinese literary phenomena in the 
1980s中國八十年代文學現象研究). Beijing: Zuojia chubanshe, 2003. Chen Sihe, 
Dangdai dalu wenxueshi jiaocheng  (Course on the history of mainland literature當
代大陸文學史教程). Taipei: Lianhe wenxue, 2001.  
  
38 
 
experience into account, I would like to show that the temporal dimension is 
far more intricate than this simple mode of means-end dialectics.    
This chapter focuses on the issue of time as reflected in Han 
Shaogong‘s works which I regard as, reification and extension of his root-
searching concept. The chapter begins with reading Han Shaogong‘s root-
searching manifesto ―The Roots of Literature.‖ In analyzing his retrieval of 
the Chu culture in Miluo area, I intend to show how the search for personal 
root gives birth to a perception of national roots in its plurality and how 
such a heterogeneous spatiality speaks to a heterogeneous notion of time. I 
will then examine one of Han‘s most representative root-searching stories 
―Homecoming.‖  I explore how the protagonist‘s phantasmagoric spatial 
return to his sent-down village reflects the identity confusion of the entire 
zhiqing generation and how their troubled self-perception contributes an 
insight of fragmented and multi-directional time. This chapter will then turn 
to an analysis of Han Shaogong‘s novel titled A Dictionary of Maqiao (1996), 
which is set, again, in the locale where Han Shaogong was rusticated. I shall 
investigate in what ways Han Shaogong‘s lexicology casts new light on the 
relationship between language, power, and history. A special attention is 
paid to the glossary-entry-based, episodic literary form of the novel, which, I 
argue, ultimately defies the teleological and hegemonic post-Mao 
modernization narrative. 
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********** 
“The Roots of Literature”: From a Sent-down Region to a Mosaic Cultural Map, 
and to Heterogeneous Time 
 The place of Han Shaogong‘s reeducation constantly looms in his 
literary works as well as his biographical trajectory. Born in 1953 in 
Changsha, Hunan Province, Han Shaogong was sent to a village in Miluo 
County in western Hunan as a zhiqing at the age of 16 and stayed there 
between 1968 and 1974 during the rustication movement. 39 Miluo County 
has been known as the breeding soil of the Chu culture, whose mythical 
magnificence was manifested in many of the ancient poet Qu Yuan‘s 
masterpieces. After the Cultural Revolution, Han returned to Changsha and 
studied Chinese at Hunan Normal University. His early works spoke 
directly of the failed experience of re-education. The novellas ―Echoes‖ 
(Huisheng [1980]) and ―Flying over the Sky‖ (Feiguo lantian [1981] both 
narrated the disillusionment of the zhiqing who come to the realization of the 
absurdity and senselessness of their reeducation. Along the same vein, Han 
condemned the ultra-leftist ideology of high Maoism in such works as 
―Orchard‖ (Yuelan [1979]) and ―Looking Westward to the Land of Thatched 
Sheds‖ (Xiwang maocaodi [1980]). Han Shaogong, nevertheless, set himself 
apart from the indiscriminately cathartic scar literature in that he shed a 
                                                          
39 Han Shaogong did not return to Changsha immediately after his reeducation in 
the countryside ended. He was promoted to work in the cultural center of Miluo 
County between 1974 and 1977. In late 1977, he participated in the national college 
entrance examination and was admitted by the Chinese department at Hunan 
Normal University in 1978.    
  
40 
 
complicated light on his characters rather than attach them good versus evil 
labels in a reductive fashion.40  
In the mid-1980s, Han divorced from the essentially topical and 
mimetic writing found in his early works and re-emerged as a pioneer of the 
search for literary roots. His root-searching statement ―Roots of Literature‖ 
was accompanied with bucolic portrayals of rural Hunan in his fictional 
works. Although the location and experience of rustication remained 
prominent as his textual setting, as Joseph Lau points out, ―[Han‘s] mode of 
representation has shifted from the mimetic to the parabolic.‖41  Spicing his 
writing with mythical, metaphorical, and allegorical ingredients, Han 
Shaogong added elusive layers to his post-1985 works. It marked Han‘s 
shifted view of literature from a simulation of reality to fictional experiment 
that enables a probe into personal, historical, social-cultural, and 
philosophical problematics.  
In 1988, Han moved to work in the literary association in Hainan 
Island located in the South China Sea, but western rural Hunan continued to 
                                                          
40 Han Shaogong paid the price for maintaining the characters‘ ambiguity in his 
works. The novella ―Orchard‖ nearly won the national best short story award of 
1979.  It gained exceptionally high ratio of the vote during the process of selection, 
however failed in the end due to the novella‘s political indeterminacy in the 
conservatives‘ eyes. The conservatives made an extremely political excuse for not 
giving Han the award: they complained that this novella received lavish praises 
from the Soviet Union and Taiwan, the enemies of the nation. Refer to Liao shuwu
廖述務, ―Han Shaogong zhuanlue‖ (Brief biography of Han Shaogong 韓少功傳略), 
in Liao Shuwu Ed., Han Shaogong yanjiu ziliao (Collection of research resources on 
Han Shaogong 韓少功研究資料). Tianjin: Tianjin renmin chubanshe, 2007. p.9-10.   
41 Joseph Lau, ―Visitation of the Past in Han Shaogong‘s Post-1985 fiction,‖ in Ellen 
Widmer and David Der-wei Wang, Eds. From May Fourth to June Fourth: Fiction and 
Film in Twentieth-Century China. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1993. 
p. 25. 
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spark inspirations for his essays and fiction. Han Shaogong published his 
first full length novel A Dictionary of Maqiao in 1996, a fictional biography of 
the village to which Han was sent down. In 2000, Han Shaogong translated 
his textual complex about rural Hunan into a physical re-settlement in his 
rustication village after twenty odd years of habitation in the cities. Han and 
his wife relocated to Bajing village in Miluo County, and since then they 
started their life half a year in the countryside and the other half in Hainan 
Island. In a most compelling fashion, Han Shaogong weaves his sent-down 
locale into to his textual and personal articulations. 
In his essay ―Roots of Literature,‖ Han Shaogong sets out his search 
from a particular locality—his reeducation region. The essay opens with a 
self-pondered question ―Where has the magnificent Chu culture gone?‖ This 
inquiry utters Han Shaogong‘s appeal to and intended quest for the cultural 
legacy of the Chu Kingdom, a feudatory domain that flourished during the 
Spring and Autumn period and Warring States period of Chinese history. 
He then immediately builds the connection between the Chu culture and his 
rustication locale where, he finds, has retained a great deal of Chu cultural 
heritage: ―I once settled in the countryside near the Miluo River. The place 
where I lived was only twenty kilometers from Qu Yuan‘s ancestral temple. 
Carefully scrutinizing local customs, it is easy to see that quite some 
dialectical words are linked to the Chu poetry.‖ 42 The essay continues to 
                                                          
42 Han Shaogong, ―Wenxue de gen‖ (Roots of Literature 文學的根), in Zai houtai de 
houtai (Behind the backstage 在後臺的後臺). Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 
2008. p. 273. Originally published in Zuojia magazine, 1985.  
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give brief examples of how certain dialectical words resonate with those in 
the great Chu poet Qu Yuan‘s poem ―The Lament‖ (Li sao). By establishing 
the tie between Chu culture that is to be sought and his rustication locality, 
Han adds to his search for literary roots a personal hue: It is also a quest for 
his own root.  
Han further extends this specific location to a general category of 
locality, that is, the countryside, once the residence of the zhiqing generation. . 
The search for literary roots was thus intricately intertwined with the 
generational query of their past. Han states, ―These roots of literature should 
be deeply planted in the native soil of China‘s cultural tradition.‖43 He 
identifies the ―native soil‖ to be the countryside that he sees to be ―the 
museum of Chinese tradition.‖ Owing to its peripheral position, the 
countryside has been able to preserve the cultural particularities of China 
despite the homogenizing revolutionary ideology as well as sweeping 
Western influence. To Han Shaogong, the traditional culture sustained in the 
countryside, as seen in ―slang, unofficial history, legends, jokes, folk songs, 
sorties about gods and spirits, customs, forms of sexual love and so forth,‖44 
by and large does not fall into the official orthodoxy, and therefore contains 
much refreshing energy. As Han Shaogong describes, ―[It] resembles the 
immense, ambiguous, and burning deep substratum of the earth that lies 
beneath the crust of our normative culture.‖45  
                                                          
43 Ibid., p.274. 
44 Ibid., p.276. 
45 Ibid. 
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Opposed to the countryside that embodies and enlivens history, the 
city, in Han‘s eyes, is caught into the scheme of reductive historiography. 
The time-honored city Changsha, for instance, Han laments, has become a 
city populated with didactic revolutionary sites that relentlessly obliterate 
the traces of Chu culture the city originally contains. In addition, the 
industrial development in the city further deteriorates and almost destroys 
its cultural heritage. In comparison to the countryside where he intimately 
lived and spent his formative years as an educated youth, Shangsha, on the 
personal level, had also become an estranged place for Han Shaogong upon 
his return. The sense of alienation from the city was in fact felt by many root-
searching writers following their return. In this light, in Mark Leenhouts‘ 
words, ―it is perhaps not surprising that these writers turn to the 
countryside for their inspiration.‖46  The (imagined) countryside helps 
articulate the zhiqing generation‘s displacement that the historiography of 
the city fails to fully address.   
Although the personal tie with the territory of rural Hunan, the site 
of the historical locality of Chu, allures Han Shaogong into the quest for the 
legacy of the Chu culture, Han by no means intends to nail the cultural root 
exclusively to this locale. On the contrary, he strives to reveal the polyphony 
of China‘s cultural pasts. It would be a misnomer to dub Han Shaogong a 
dualist based on his juxtaposition of Chu culture as the culture of birds with 
the Yellow River tradition as that of the dragon, which seems to pit a 
                                                          
46 Mark Leenhouts, Leaving the World to Enter the World: Han Shaogong and Chinese 
Root-Seeking Literature. Leiden: CNWS publications, 2005. p. 2.  
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marginal culture against the dominant one in a binary paradigm. Reading 
the essay closely, it is detectable that Han‘s praise of the Chu culture does 
not blot out the legitimacy and aura of other cultures. In fact, the essay 
foregrounds the heterogeneity of Chinese culture as reflected in 
contemporary Chinese literature. Han Shaogong writes: 
Jia Pingwa‘s ―Shangzhou‖ series is tinted with a vigorous color of 
Qin and Han culture. It reflects his careful observation of 
Shangzhou‘s geography, history, and ethnicity, forms a unique style, 
and expands the literary horizon. Li Hangyu‘s ―Gechuanjiang‖ series 
grasps the spirit of Wuyue culture. He aims to probe into the 
Southern humor and solitude. Meanwhile, Wure‘ertu who lives far in 
the grassland also link the historical past and future of Ewenke 
culture via his writing, which resonates with the literary exploration 
inside the Pass with the phenomenal bonfire, neigh of the horses and 
the blizzard…All these authors are seeking for roots, and have just 
found their own cultural props. 47  
 
Han hails the phenomenon that Chinese writers locate the roots of literature 
in varied cultural soils and sources. By mentioning other regions, Han 
Shaogong paints a cultural map characterized by diversity and plurality, on 
which the Chu culture is but one component among others. As the English 
translation of the title of the essay pertinently shows, it is the ―roots‖ that 
Han Shaogong searches for, not ―a root‖ in a particular geographical setting 
or ―the Root‖ that overbearingly represents all.   
While the official ideology tends to establish the singular form of 
history, a monotonic narrative that quenches alternative voices, Han 
                                                          
47 Han Shaogong, ―Wenxue de gen‖. p. 275.  
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Shaogong endeavors to make heard multiple voices—what Bakhtin calls 
―heteroglossia‖. In his analysis of heteroglossia, Bakhtin points out that the 
―hybrid utterance‖ poses into question the authoritative discourse and 
allows it to be contradicted, cleaved, and openly discussed.48  In the same 
vein, Han Shaogong‘s prioritization of heteroglossia defies the ideological 
and cultural hegemony, be it Confucian, revolutionary, or modernist. By so 
doing, he is able to address the centrifugal forces and fading identities that 
the authoritative narrative facilitates to remove from the cultural map of 
China.   
In fact, it is on the theoretical move of ―Roots of Literature‖ toward 
cultural heterogeneity, or heteroglossia, that the search for 
personal/generational roots unites with the inquiry into the cultural roots. 
The zhiqing‘s close encounter with distant landscapes helps spell out the 
multifarious spatial specificities of the search. Each personally connected 
locality can be perceived as a spot on the cultural map, the collection of 
which contributes to the multiplicity of the cultural roots. The immediate 
experience in the countryside enables the root-searching writers to turn 
away from the ideological abstraction as well as mimetic Westernization of 
Chinese culture. Beneath its call for a robust national identity lies an 
exploration of the mosaic cultural topology. The affirmation of the 
                                                          
48 Mikhail Bakhtin, ―Discourse in the Novel,‖ in Vincent B. Leitch ed. The 
Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism. New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 2001. p.1190-1220. 
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heterogeneity of Chinese culture, in turn, valorizes the zhiqing‘s reeducation 
experience. 
The heterogeneous space, at a deeper level, points to a heterogeneous 
time. In his seminal work, Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson argued 
that a nation is an imagined community made possible by the simultaneous 
experience of reading materials of print culture such as daily newspapers 
and books in the vernacular.49 Despite its illuminating revelation of the 
imagined nature of civic nationalism, Anderson‘s social history imagines a 
nation that lives in homogeneous empty time. This homogeneous time is the 
time of capital/modernity. The imagined nation in its singular form is thus 
translatable to the homogeneous time of modernity. Yet the real nation 
comprises heterogeneous components, just as the world is not a monolithic 
entity in light of the postcolonial global situation. Han Shaogong‘s insistence 
on the spatial-cultural heterogeneity of China thus brings out the 
heterogeneous time that is not necessarily congruent with the time of 
modernity. If the modernity discourse in post-Mao China, which 
monopolizes the nation‘s perception of time, Han Shaogong‘s heterogeneous 
spatiality challenges such universal hegemony of the time of modernity. The 
reading of Han Shaogong‘s ―Homecoming‖ in the following section will 
show zhiqing‘s the search for personal root/identity further crystalizes Han‘s 
subversive notion of time.  
 
                                                          
49 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism. London; New York: Verso, Revised edition, 1991. 
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********** 
“Homecoming”: Fractured self, Multidirectional Time 
Han Shaogong‘s ―Homecoming‖ (Gui qu lai), also known as ―Déjà 
Vu,‖ narrates a story that is permeated with a mythical, enigmatic, and 
ambiguous ambience. In it, reality, dream, memory, and illusion interweave 
so much so that they are no longer distinguishable. It begins with the first-
person narrator/protagonist Huang Zhixian‘s navigation in a mountain 
road that looks at once exotic and familiar to him in a phantom-like journey. 
The narrator describes the landscape that he enters with abundant details 
from an outsider‘s perspective, as if this was his first encounter with it: 
I was walking. Much of the dirt track had been washed out by water 
running down the slope, leaving jagged ridges of earth and mounds 
of pebbles, like a body stripped of skin and flesh, with sticks of dry 
bone and lumps of shriveled innards fully exposed. There were a few 
rotting bamboos and a frayed length of the curb-rope of some buffalo 
or cow—a sign that a village would soon come into view. There were 
also some dark motionless shadows in the small pond beside the 
track. They looked like rocks at first glance, but a closer look showed 
them to be calves‘ heads, with eyes that were staring furtively at 
me. …Beyond the banana grove ahead loomed a square blockhouse, 
with blank staring gun embrasures and dark walls that looked as if 
they had been charred by smoke and fire, as if they were the 
coagulation of many dark nights….the houses of the mountain folk 
huddled together, sturdy, with mean little window set high up, 
perhaps, to make it difficult for thieves to climb in.  50  
                                                          
50 Hang Shaogong, ―Homecoming,‖ in Han Shaogong, Gui qu lai (Homecoming 歸去
來). Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe. 2008. p. 55. Martha Cheung translated 
―Homecoming‖ and several other Han Shaogong‘s works, and published her 
translations in a collection titled, Homingcoming? And Other Stories. Hong Kong: The 
Chinese University of Hong Kong, 1992. I have found quite a few mistranlsations. 
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However, the sight evokes instantly a sense of familiarity. Huang Zhixian 
seems to know the way, and is able to guess the village settings to his own 
astonishment. Walking on the flagstone path, Huang ventures a guess: ―Go 
around the banana grove and turn left at the oil-press, and perhaps I‘d see 
an old tree behind the blockhouse, a ginkgo or a camphor, stuck dead by 
lightning.‖51 The narration continues, ―A little later, my guess was proved 
correct! The scenario resembles exactly what was in my imagination: the 
hollow in the tree trunk, and, in front of it, two boys at play burning 
grass.‖52 The accuracy of Huang‘s several guesses makes him wonder if he 
has been to the place after all. People in the village also seem to know him, 
but strangely enough, they address him not as Huang Zhixian but as Glasses 
Ma (Ma yanjing), a name that informs an intellectual identity. According to 
the villagers, Glasses Ma was an educated youth who was once settled in the 
village but has been gone for more than ten years. During his interaction 
with the villagers, Huang insists emphatically that they must have mistaken 
him with Glasses Ma. Nonetheless, some vague memories of himself being 
Glasses Ma seem to surface and take hold. The protagonist is drawn into an 
uneasy tension between the two identities which claim simultaneous access 
to the same psyche. The story ends with Huang Zhixian‘s disconcerted 
escape from village, who, however, only finds himself even more perplexed 
about who he is. Huang asks, debilitated, ―But was there someone called 
                                                                                                                                                      
The citations from ―Homecoming‖ translations are in most cases my own, but they 
have benefited from consulting Cheung‘s version. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid. 
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Huang Zhixian in this world? And was this Huang Zhixian me? I‘m tired, 
Mama!‖53  
Regardless of whether Huang Zhixian is actually Glasses Ma or not, I 
would like to suggest that the story concerns itself with the complexity of the 
educated youth‘s collective psyche.  Huang Zhixian‘s intense feeling of déjà 
vu during his inexplicable visit/return to the village is reflective of many 
former educated youths‘ experience. In his preface to the Italian translation 
of the story, Han Shaogong mentions that after his return to the city, he had 
a recurrent dream of ―being on a mountain path that was familiar to me[him] 
and, just like the protagonist in ‗Homecoming,‘ never reaching its end.‖ 54 
The connection between Han‘s dream and this story speaks itself. However, 
it is more than an individual‘s feeling but is shared by the zhiqing generation, 
as Han Shaogong insinuates in the first couple of lines of the story: ―Many 
people have said that, sometimes, when they visit a place for the first time, 
they find it familiar. Yet they are aware of nothing except for an eerie feeling. 
This was what I felt now.‖55 Not exclusive to Han Shaogong, the disturbing 
sense of simultaneous familiarity and strangeness has clutched many people; 
it is a communal experience. Dreams about the countryside, as described by 
Han in the first paragraph cited at the beginning of this chapter, have 
accompanied the educated youth almost unconsciously since the day of their 
return to the city. By extending Huang Zhixian‘s personal experience to that 
                                                          
53 Ibid., p. 68.  
54 Han Shaogong, Preface to ―Homecoming.‖ Cited from Mark Leenhouts, Leaving 
the World to Enter the World. p.32. 
55 Ibid., p.1. Emphasis is mine. 
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of ―many people,‖ Han attempts to tackle such questions concerning the 
entire zhiqing generation: Who they are? How to make sense of the 
reeducation experience that is constituent to their life? Where to position self 
in the coordinates where the past, the present, and the future wander about 
and intermingle? Huang Zhixian‘s helpless confusion in the end seems to 
determine on the impossibility and failure of such an attempt. However, I 
would like to show in the following section that the trouble of self-
identification is precisely what marks the zhiqing generation, and that Huang 
Zhixian‘s compulsive oscillation between the two identities, at the 
fundamental level, generates an alternative perception of time.  
 
1) The Uncanny and the Scar of the Zhiqing Generation  
Han Shaogong‘s dramatization of Huang Zhixian‘s mysterious 
bewilderment of his self-identity conveniently invokes the ancient Chinese 
philosopher Zhuangzi‘s well-known parable, ―the Butterfly Dream.‖ Just 
like the protagonist Zhuangzi in the parable, who ends up incapable of 
telling whether he dreams of a butterfly or a butterfly dreams of ―Zhuangzi,‖ 
in other words, unable to distinguish himself from the butterfly nor dream 
from reality, Huang Zhixian falls into the confusion about who he is. Han 
Shaogong acknowledges Zhuangzi‘s influence on his writing. He says,  
Looking back, I had read some books on Taoist philosophy and Zen, 
and also some Western modernist works. They might have 
influenced my writing of ‗Homecoming.‘ Is Huang Zhixian me or 
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someone else after all? This question resembles what Zhuangzi asks 
whether he is a butterfly or the butterfly is him. 56  
 
Based primarily on this intertexual reference among others, Leenhouts 
conducts a structuralistic reading of ―Homecoming‖ and emphasizes the 
notion of relativity the story conveys.57 While Leenhouts‘ analysis provides 
insight into the cognitive dimension of the story, it has largely ignored the 
protagonist‘s personal identity as a former zhiqing. I maintain that the 
educated youth‘s experience during the reeducation and the Cultural 
Revolution is key to demystifying the protagonist‘s identity crisis. I therefore 
propose to situate the story in the biographical and historical contexts of 
zhiqing‘s rustication.   
Let us first examine the implication of the doubled persona: Huang 
Zhixian and Glasses Ma. The double has been often interpreted in 
narcissistic terms: One is attracted to his/her specular image. The narcissistic 
subject invests Eros to himself/herself rather than other love objects. In 
Lacanian notion, this erotic relation underlies the mechanism of ego 
formation during the mirror stage when one achieves primary self-
identification through his/her mirror image. The erotic character, at the 
same time, carries aggressive trait. As the myth of Narcissus shows, the 
wholeness of the image reflected on the surface of the lake draws Narcissus 
into self-destruction so as to unify with the perfect ―self‖. The narcissistic 
                                                          
56 In Han Shaogong & Shi Shuqing, ―The descendants of the bird: responding to the 
Taiwanese writer Shi Shuqing‖. p. 111. 
57 Mark Leenhouts, ―Chapter 2 Relativity: ‗Homecoming, ‗Pa Pa Pa,‘ ‗Woman 
Woman Woman‘,‖ In Leaving the World to Enter the World. p. 26-39.  
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subject does not fall in love with himself per se, but with his image, a perfect 
form of self. 58  
The framework of narcissism, however, seems unbefitting in the case 
of Huang Zhixian and Glasses Ma. Different from the relationship between 
one and his specular image, Huang Zhixian and Glasses Ma share little in 
common and neither can be seen as the perfect image of the other. Whereas 
Huang Zhixian is a shrewd businessman in the city, Glasses Ma is a defeated 
zhiqing whose educational enterprise in the countryside turned out to be 
unsuccessful. The double of Huang Zhixian and Glasses Ma thus barely 
speaks of one‘s narcissistic desire of embracing his gestalt. I would suggest 
that Glasses Ma is rather Huang‘s alter self than his mirror image. This alter 
self is related to a perturbing haunting of the past. Glasses Ma, who may or 
may not be Huang Zhixian, evokes Huang‘s memories of the bygone life by 
which Huang is gravely bothered. Huang finds that his own identity is 
posed into question by the involuntary remembrance of his reeducation 
experience in the past. As the ending of the story shows, Huang‘s encounter 
with his alter self/the past almost destructs his coherent perception of self, 
which he painstakingly protects.  So the double pertains to the collision of a 
                                                          
58 The double between Jia Baoyu and Zhen Baoyu, depicted in The Story of the Stone, 
most intriguingly illustrated such a simultaneously erotic and aggressive 
relationship: Jia Baoyu is attracted to Zhen Baoyu, supposedly his mirror image, but 
at the same time, he feels a threat to the worth of his own self. Cao Xueqin 
complicates the meaning of the double by adding to it a sense of relativism. Jia 
Baoyu, meaning fake jade, could be reversely the mirror image of Zhen Baoyu, 
meaning real jade. So, unlike Narcissus whose subject position remains intact, in The 
Story of the Stone Jia Baoyu‘s subjectivity is challenged. 
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current self and one‘s forsaken past that recurs and returns to one‘s 
consciousness.  
I find Freud‘s discussion on ―uncanny‖ rather pertinent to the 
implication of the double. In his etymological study on the German word 
―unheimlich‖ (unhomely/uncanny), Freud reveals that this word contains in 
itself the meaning of its opposite ―heimlich‖ (homely). The feeling of 
unhomely/uncanny may be triggered by what looks homely/familiar. 
Indeed, it is his familiarity with the location and with Glasses Ma that 
astonishes Huang Zhixian. There exists an obvious contradiction in terms of 
Huang Zhixian‘s feeling about the village. The character-narrator 
purposefully positions himself as an outsider and writes lengthy 
descriptions of the surroundings, customs, and dialects of the village. 
However, the narration also makes it manifest that he knows, or is able to 
guess, all that he describes. It is just the matter that his knowledge of them is 
too deeply buried to access at hand. The coexistence of the sense of 
familiarity and strangeness incurs a constant dialogue of Huang Zhixian 
with himself. His affirmation of familiarity is often followed by doubtful 
expressions such as ―Is it?‖ While he enjoys the villagers‘ warm hospitality, 
he almost intuitively denies to be called Glasses Ma. The homeliness of the 
place engenders Huang‘s deep sense of uncanniness. In his words, ―The 
entire village makes me suffocated, astounded, half-asleep and half-awake. I 
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found it inexplicable. I must run away without any delay.‖ 59 Huang 
Zhixian‘s renunciation of being Glasses Ma thus is really a disavowal of his 
familiarity with the village, a locale related to his past.  
What makes this village frightening to Huang Zhixian after all? 
According to Freud, the dreadful effect of uncanny is emanated from the 
coming to light of what have remained secret and hidden, that is, the 
reoccurrence of something that is familiar but has been repressed. (Of course, 
for Freud, it has to do with the castration complex and man‘s exposure to 
female genital, a reminder of castration threat.) 60 I would like to suggest that 
in ―Homecoming,‖ Huang‘s anxiety and fear are originated from the rise of 
the deep-seated memory of his reeducation experience. Although the 
Huang‘s visitation of the village calls back some idyllic moments during his 
adolescent years, it simultaneously conjures up his aborted utopian ideal. 
The landscape and the villagers are witnesses to the failures of Glasses Ma, 
the representative of Huang‘s generation who had harbored the ambition to 
enlighten the peasants and to transform the countryside. Glasses Ma had 
hoped to realize these goals through teaching. He compiled the primer for 
the villagers to learn. Ai Ba, a male villager who still keeps the primer, 
covered with dust though, remarks on his effort: ―You were really doing 
something sympathetic then. You looked quite starved, just a pair of eyes 
                                                          
59 Han Shaogong, ―Homecoming.‖ p. 67.  
60Sigmund Freud, ―The ‗Uncanny‘.‖ In The Norton Anthology of Theory and Criticism. 
p. 929-951. 
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protruding in your gaunt face. But you still came here to teach.‖ 61 Although 
innocuous, Ai Ba‘s words hit the mark. He points out the absurdity of 
revolutionary idealism which disregards the most basic physical needs. 
Motivated by the Maoist ideals, the youth went to the countryside in hopes 
of transforming it for good. It turns out that what they did was in vain. The 
villagers appreciate more of the current material well-being than the 
visionary project of revolution. Ai Ba says,  
We have good times now, plenty of meat and wine. Spring Festival, 
every household slaughtered a cow to celebrate, and the smoked 
meat is enough for half a year‘s supply…Only those years when the 
villages ran on the pace-driven agriculture, we were exhausted to 
death each day but nothing is rewarded.62 
 
The comparison Ai Ba makes here not only voices a down-to-earth critique 
of Maoist idealism but also renders the endurance of educated youth, the 
voluntary or forced participants of the Mao‘s myth, into historical futility.  
The shattered youthful ideal is further exposed by Huang‘s 
remembrance of his miscommunicated and defeated courtship. Glasses Ma 
is said to have had a girlfriend who died and has purportedly reincarnated 
into a bird. Huang Zhixian encounters Si Meizi, the younger sister of the 
                                                          
61 Hang Shaogong, ―Homecoming.‘ p. 60. This is an episode evocative of Han 
Shaogong‘s own experience in the countryside. Han Shaogong had been fired by the 
mission of enlightenment and attempted to eradicate the ―backwardness‖ of the 
countryside. He initiated an evening school for the peasants, compiling the primer 
of characters by himself. But the peasants showed little enthusiasm toward learning 
after their backbreaking labor of the day. He also planned to put right the local 
corruption and picked up the corrupted the local cadres. Unfortunately, the 
peasants betrayed him at the very moment of action. Refer to Liao Shuwu, Han 
Shaogong yanjiu ziliao. p. 9.   
62 Ibid., p.59. 
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girlfriend in the village. The conversation with Si Meizi is so powerful that 
Huang unarms himself to inhabit the persona of Glasses Ma. Huang 
reiterates that it was his ignorance about the local customs that, 
unfortunately, made Si Meizi‘s sister mistake his ―casual‖ manner for 
courtship.63 It seems to be out of a self-defensive mechanism that the 
memory of his interaction with the girlfriend emerges to Huang and enables 
a confession of innocence. Clearly, the Huang‘s perception of courtship, 
which is disparate from that of the ―girlfriend,‖ brings about the love 
tragedy. The question, however, is whether a feeble excuse of unawareness 
can make up for the loss of life. The ―girlfriend‖ later married to a man who 
maltreated her and resulted in her premature death. The educated youth 
claimed to come to change the traditional customs and habits in the 
countryside, but their abrupt transportation of the urban daily habit into the 
local culture only caused damage. Women, the most disadvantaged, became 
the victims of such practice. Ironically, Huang was powerless in face of the 
husband‘s (the patriarchal power) abuse of the ―girlfriend‖. The unexpected 
fusion of the will to transform rural customs with the effect of victimizing 
women stands as a disturbing irony of zhiqing‘s village experience. 
Revisiting the village means an inevitable recall of those moments of 
                                                          
63 The following dialogue shows how the miscommunication takes place.  
[The sister]:―Are you a fool? Are you insane? Why did you put corn into her basket 
that day? Didn‘t you know what that meant? Didn‘t you know a man shouldn‘t put 
things in a young woman‘s basket just like that? When she gave you a strand of her 
hair, didn‘t you know what that meant?‖  
[―I‖]: ―I…I didn‘t know. I didn‘t understand your customs. I...I want her to help me 
carry a few cobs of corn.‖ Ibid., p. 66. 
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absurdity, loss, frustration, and disillusionment. Huang‘s conscious rejection 
to be recognized as Glasses Ma betrays his inability to come to terms with 
the failed enterprise of his reeducation.  
Not only does the familiar sent-down location summon up the 
repressed memory of the aborted youthful ideals, an aching defeat, it also 
calls to mind the appalling violence of the Revolution. At times, Huang 
Zhixian acquiesces to be Glasses Ma for the sake of, in his words, taking 
advantage of the villagers‘ hospitality. But Ai Ba‘s mentioning of the murder 
of Shortie Yang, a local bully, touches on Huang‘s nerve. He is eager to deny 
any relationship with this incident: 
What Shortie Yang? My skull suddenly contracted, my mouth and 
jaws went stiff, and I shook my head vehemently. My name simply 
wasn‘t Ma, and I‘d never met anyone called Shortie Yang. Why did I 
have to get sucked into a criminal case? 64  
 
The villagers believe that Glasses Ma rids them of Shortie Yang, the act of 
which they sincerely appreciated. Rumors spread later that Glasses Ma was 
put into jail upon his return to the city. One old villager was so disconsolate 
after hearing about the news that he burned many incense sticks to plead for 
good fortune for Glasses Ma. Whereas the villagers project an aura to 
Glasses Ma‘s gallant act, Huang Zhixian is scared stiff by it. What makes 
Huang so repulsive of this homicidal incident if it is heroic in the villagers‘ 
eyes? Martha Cheung suggests that the imposed offense conjures up 
Huang‘s nightmare of the Cultural Revolution during which arbitrary 
                                                          
64 Han Shaogong, ―Homingcoming.‖ p. 60.   
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accusations and convictions of crime abounded. 65 This argument does not 
seem to be tenable in that the villagers did not intend to incriminate Huang 
but, instead, to show him their indebtedness.  
Huang‘s reaction of shock, I suggest, comes from the resurfacing of 
violence in which his generation were implicated in complex ways. By 
foregrounding Huang‘s uneasiness instead of honor derived out of this 
seemingly righteous murder, the narrator questions the legitimacy of the 
means of violence itself. Han Shaogong‘s dilated narration of the scar scene 
helps elaborate on his reflection on the problematic of violence for the 
revolutionary cause. During his visit, Huang Zhixian is made to take a bath 
in accordance with some local custom. At this moment, a process of self-
objectification takes place:  
I [Huang Zhixian] looked at this blue body of mine and suddenly 
had a weird feeling. The body seemed strange, and alien. I had no 
clothes on, and there was no one here but me, so no one to cover 
myself up for or pose for. There was only my naked self, my own 
reality. 66  
 
In her analysis of ―Homecoming‖ which focuses on the post-modern 
elements Han Shaogong incorporates in his root-searching works, 
Feuerwerker regards this scene as a rare moment when Huang is verging 
onto ―truth,‖ namely, his hidden educated youth identity. 67 Indeed, when 
the gaze of Other is absent, Huang subjects himself to his own gaze, and the 
                                                          
65 Martha Cheung, ―Introduction‖ to Homecoming? And Other Stories. xii-xiv.  
66 Han Shaogong, ―Homecoming.‖ p. 63-64. 
67 Yi-tsi Feuerwerker, ―Chapter 6 The Post-Modern ‗Search for Roots‘ in Han 
Shaogong, Mo Yan, and Wang Anyi,‖ in Ideology, Power, Text. p. 209. 
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self as a former zhiqing emerges from the naked self-scrutiny. However, I see 
the bath scene more than a clear-up of the ―mystery of his identity‖; the 
purpose of this scene is rather to expose his bodily scar.  While bathing, 
Huang soon fixates his gaze at the scar on his calf, which immediately 
awakens his memory of it:  
I started to wipe an inch-long scar on my calf. I had received the 
injury in a football pitch, where I was hit by a studded boot. But, it 
seemed not so.....I got the scar from a nasty bite by a dwarfish man. 
Was it on that rainy misty morning? On that narrow mountain track? 
He was coming towards me holding an opened umbrella. He was so 
frightened as to tremble at the sight of me staring at him. Then he fell 
on his knees and swore that he would never do it again, never, and 
that Second Sister-in-law‘s death had nothing to do with him, nor 
was he the one who incriminated Xiongtou and caused his 
imprisonment. In the end he reacts against the rope, his eyes nearly 
dropping out of their sockets, and he bit hard my leg. He jerked and 
pulled at the curb-rope round his neck. Then, abruptly, he stretched 
out his fingers, and they began scratching and digging into the earth. 
I did not dare to think any more…68 
 
Scar, as David Wang notes, is both a sign of healing and a reminder of the 
moment of violence. 69 Huang Zhixian‘s scar revives the scene of violence 
that he committed. The gruesome scene even scares Huang Zhixian himself 
so much so that he dares not to think it further. Nor does he have the guts to 
                                                          
68 Han Shaogong, ―Homingcoming.‖ p. 64. 
69 David Der-wei Wang, The Monster That Is History: History, Violence, and Fictional 
Writing in Twentieth-Century China. Berkeley; Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 2004. p.148.  
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look at his hands afterwards. ―Was there a smell of blood on them?‖ 70 asked 
he, distressed.  
Huang Zhixiang‘s scar indexes a double identity: victim and 
victimizer. As I mentioned, the zhiqing generation carries a collective scar 
caused by the loss of youth and unfulfillment of ideals. Not to mention 
countless individual physical and psychological scars inflicted during their 
rustication. Yet, the scar in ―Homecoming‖ contains another layer of 
meaning that contests the self-pity mode of remembrance predominant in 
scar literature. The scar here is also a testimony to Huang Zhixian‘s 
murderous act. It reveals the zhiqing (who were mostly former Red Guards) 
as partakers of the self-righteous violence during the Cultural Revolution. 
The means-versus-end notion for violence had been rooted in Chinese 
tradition and elevated, in particular, in the revolutionary rhetoric. That is, 
violence is justified so long as it is for a just end.71 Mao writes in his famous 
―The Survey Report of Hunan Peasant Movement‖ (Hunan nongmin 
yundong kaocha baogao):  
A revolution is not a dinner party, or writing an essay, or painting a 
picture, or doing embroidery; it cannot be so refined, so leisurely and 
gentle, so temperate, kind, courteous, restrained and magnanimous. 
A revolution is an insurrection, an act of violence by which one class 
overthrows another.72 
                                                          
70 Han Shaogong, ―Homingcoming.‖ p. 64. 
71 On the elaboration of the means-versus-end rationale, see Gary Xu, Sinascape. p. 
64-65. 
72 Mao Zedong, ―The Survey Report of Hunan Peasant Movement‖ (Hunan 
nongmin yundong kaocha baogao 湖南農民運動考察報告). Cited from Xinhua.net. 
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For Mao, violence is an unquestionable, justifiable, and sublime means for 
revolution. The Red Guards Movement in which most Zhiqing had involved 
before their rustication was the fervent implementation of Mao‘s 
revolutionary theory of violence. Huang Zhixian‘s disquietude over the scar 
and the blood-shedding violence it inevitably evokes turns the valiant deed 
in Mao‘s notion into a psychological trauma. Thereby, it puts the logic of 
revolutionary sublimity into question. To Huang Zhixian, perhaps, the 
physical violence he carried out in the name of social justice is the most 
horrifying layer of the hidden secret, what Freud calls the repressed, 
embedded in the homely place of the village. The once revolutionary ideals 
now emerge as dreadful demons.      
Huang Zhixian‘s inability to exorcize the lingering memory suggests 
an extended phrase of zhiqing life that spills beyond the threshold of the past, 
haunts the zhiqing subjects, and demands access and reflection. It is not that 
Huang Zhixian pays a pilgrimage journey to the village. Rather, the past 
visits and overwhelms him. The repression of the memory of reeducation 
experience is not only resulted from personal amnesia, but more importantly, 
from the official attempt to dispose it into historical oblivion. The post-Mao 
official historiography merely labels this grand-scale sent-down movement 
as failed practice misguided by Mao‘s leftist ideology, reluctant to 
thoroughly get into the real matter, and thus precludes further discussion of 
it. While the state has easily offloaded the historical baggage and moved 
                                                                                                                                                      
http://news.xinhuanet.com/ziliao/2004-11/22/content_2247012.htm>, last 
accessed on May, 19, 2011. Italic is mine.  
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forward, the individual psyche has not. It would not be easy for the zhiqing 
to simply leave out a page of life that was stamped with their dreams, tears, 
zeal, and despair. The hole in life has to be filled through certain ways. 
Although the past may evoke anxiety and distress, the zhiqing psyche seems 
to demand an access to it in a compulsive manner. The repressed memories, 
traces, and residues remain restless and capable of manifesting themselves. 
―Homecoming‖ is a literary expression of the irresistible awakening of the 
deep-rooted memory of the bygone experience. In reality, the educated 
youth had once employed all kinds of possible means, such as bribing to the 
local officials, sexual trade for a return quota, organized protests, and so 
forth, to leave the countryside when the wind of return started to blow in the 
early 1970s. 73 Years later, the zhiqing reunions and group revisiting of their 
sent-down locales emerged in an endless stream. Such activities, however, as 
Guobin Yang suggests, in general fall into the sentiment of nostalgia.74 Han 
Shaogong‘s ―Homecoming‖ is thus of much significance in that it not only 
most compellingly testifies to the constitutive quality of the reeducation 
experience to the zhiqing generation—It changed them into someone other 
than what they had been and continues to shape who they are—but also 
puts their past into seriously self-examination and interrogation. 
                                                          
73 For details, refer to Liu Xiaomeng 劉曉萌, Zhongguo zhiqingshi—da chao (A history 
of the educated youth in China—the spring tide 中國知青史—大潮). Beijing: 
Dangdai zhongguo chubanshe, 2009. p. 451-497.  
74 Guobin Yang offers a meticulous study of the nostalgic sentiment of the former 
educated youth and the social and cultural venues they have sought for expressions. 
See ―China's Zhiqing Generation: Nostalgia, Identity and Cultural Resistance in the 
1990s,‖ Modern China 29:3 (2003): 267-296.  
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2) Multi-directional Time: Gui, qu, lai 
The contestation between the official ideology that drives the zhiqing 
to embrace the advent of tomorrow and their unconscious unrelentingly 
harking back to the past breaks the continuum of personal ―evolution‖ and 
creates the torn, fractured zhiqing subject. It also disturbs the temporal flow. 
Beneath the zhiqing‘s crisis of identity lies a fragile sense of time. In the 
dream-like land of ―Homecoming,‖ the boundaries between the past, the 
present, and the future converge and blur.  
The Chinese title of this story ―Gui qu lai‖ sensitively captures the 
interlaced temporal frames. ―Gui qu lai‖ literally means ―return, go, come‖. 
It is reminiscent of the 4th century Chinese poet Tao Qian‘s monumental 
work ―Gui qu lai xi ci,‖ which is also translated as ―Homecoming‖ in many 
standard English versions. Tao Qian‘s biography and his poems have been 
generally seen as the very embodiment of Chinese hermit tradition. Sick of 
the rampant corruption in the official circles of his era (Eastern Jin Dynasty, 
317-420 A.D.), Tao Qian resigned his position and returned to the mountains 
to enjoy an idyllic life not encumbered by bureaucratic business. ―Gui qu lai 
xi ci‖ is one of Tao Qian‘s most admired works that re-affirms his decision to 
return and paints a bucolic picture of village lifestyle. Alluding to the title of 
Tao Qian‘s poem, Han Shaogong‘s ―Gui qu lai,‖ with its stress of the route of 
returning, seems to share a similar intention with this classical poem. 
However, a closer look shows that the feelings in Han‘s story and Tao Qian‘s 
pomes are poles apart.  As I have discussed, Huang Zhixian‘s return is not 
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out of his conscious initiation, but driven by an inexplicable impulse. Instead 
of enjoying the return, Huang is hopelessly baffled with the 
spatial/directional disorientation.    
Han Shaogong‘s slight revision of the title from Tao Qian‘s original 
one makes palpable such a sense of disorientation. Tao Qian‘s poem is titled 
―Gui qu lai xi ci,‖ whereas Han names its story ―Gui qu lai,‖ with the two 
words ―xi‖ and ―ci‖ omitted. According to Dai Qinli, an expert on Tao Qian 
and the literature of Wei and Jin dynasties, ―lai‖ and ―xi‖ are both functional 
words (xu ci) in the title, and ―ci‖ marks the sub-genre of the poem. 75 In this 
light, Tao Qian‘s poem has a clear meaning of ―gui qu,‖ or return. But by 
simply juxtaposing the three words ―gui,‖ ―qu,‖ and ―lai‖ in the title, Han 
guides the reader to perceive ―lai‖ more as an autonomous word (shi ci) 
which means ―come‖ (though reading ―lai‖ as a function word still stands a 
little chance). Han‘s modification of Tao Qian‘s title creates new implications 
that stray from the original. Aligning ―gui‖ (return), ―qu‖ (go), and ―lai‖ 
(come) in a line perplexed the notion of spatiality as well as temporality. One 
is pressed to ask: which direction does the story lead to, to return, to go, or 
to come? Where is the destination?  Huang Zhixian returns to the 
countryside in the story, but the opposite direction also holds true. Since the 
zhiqing are originally from the city, so ―return‖ can mean going back to the 
city as the ending of the story suggests (Huang Zhixian returns to the city). 
                                                          
75 See Dai Qinli逮欽立,  Taoyuanming ji jiaozhu (Collation and annotation of the 
collection of Tao Yuanming陶淵明集校注) . Beijing: Zhonghua shuyu, 1979. 
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The timeline is also rendered chaotic. ―Gui‖ (return) precedes ―qu‖ (go) and 
―lai‖ (come); this sequence is not congruous with normative chronology. 
Where to return if one has not gone or come? The subtlety of Han‘s use of 
title is conducive to conveying the feeling of utter disorientation.  
Such a sense of disorientation denotes exactly the psychological 
displacement of the zhiqing generation. Huang Zhixian is as confused as the 
title suggests, incapable of mapping himself in either the city or the 
countryside. As youth, the zhiqing were moved to the countryside to receive 
re-education from the peasants. With the collapse of the Maoist enterprise, 
they returned to the cities, arriving however as outsiders to the new realities 
of the post-Mao era. The zhiqing are therefore a displaced generation – they 
are not of the countryside, nor of the cities. Years of farm work consumed 
their youth, also left them behind from the rapidly developed science and 
technology at the center of the post-Mao modernization project.76 It is the 
sense of rootlessness that underlies their identity. In the story, Huang 
Zhixian seems to be in a hesitant yet inescapable vacillation between the past 
and present, and ended up getting stuck in nowhere. Such a route spells out 
                                                          
76 The irony is that although they are called ―educated youth,‖ the zhiqing did not 
get to gain much knowledge during their junior and junior high school years. 
Especially when the Red Guard movement broke out, the school students threw 
themselves in carrying out the Revolution. The classes closed and the teachers were 
repudiated. In his analysis of zhiqing nostalgia, Guobin Yang emphasizes the 
disadvantaged and deprived position of the zhiqing in post-Mao society. He 
contends that the nostalgic bent of the zhiqing in the 1990s is more than a sentimental 
reminiscence of the past. Rather he sees it as a ―cultural movement‖ in which the 
zhiqing find venues for expression so as to protest against the materialistic and 
consumerist development of China at the expense of social equality and spiritual 
pursuit.  Guobin Yang, ―China's Zhiqing Generation: Nostalgia, Identity and 
Cultural Resistance in the 1990s‖.    
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the dilemma of the zhiqing generation who are caught in an uncanny cycle of 
temporal/spatial dislocation.  
The zhiqing‘s identity crisis, in turn, informs an alternative perception 
of time that challenges of the Hegelian-Marxist linear notion of temporality 
dominated in the modernity discourse. Huang Zhixian‘s confusion about his 
identity negates the evolutional mode of self-perception. The collision 
between the past and the present sparks a broken sense of time. Since the 
May Fourth movement, the pursuit of Chinese modernity has been in line 
with a progressive notion of time. The Mao‘s modernization project, 
especially the Gear Leap Forward movement, suggests a similar view of 
linear development. The post-Mao China adopted the slogan of ―moving 
forward‖ and has exerted full force to catch up the global economy. The 
1980s witnessed accelerated pace of urbanization and a mushroom of 
development-oriented projects. While China has been dominated by a 
homogenous timeline that undergirds its social and economic practices, Han 
Shaogong‘s ―Homecoming‖ reveals otherwise. Han Shaogong‘s non-linear 
time flies directly in the face of the progressive notion of modernity and 
ultimately dogma of global capitalism.  As China moves toward a 
―promising‖ future, the entrenched perception of progressive modernity 
legitimizes the government‘s disdain of such social problems as inequality, 
corruption, environmental deterioration with the slogan of ―development is 
the overriding principle‖. In the contemporary context of China, Han‘s story 
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is relevant in that it invites an intellectual liberation from the Hegalian time 
and a reconsideration of the notorious developmentalism.  
 
********** 
A Dictionary of Maqiao: Dialect and History 
If the sent-down village in ―Homecoming‖ acts simply as a landscape 
that awakens the zhiqing’s repressed memories, A Dictionary of Maqiao 
(Maqiao cidian [1996]) not only turns the village from the backdrop to the 
spotlight but also fleshes it out. Not an anonymous locale anymore, the 
village now acquires a proper name (coined by Han) as ―Maqiao,‖ an 
uncharted place in rural Hunan. Framed in the form of a dictionary of local 
dialect, the novel focuses on the life stories of the people, animals, and 
customs of Maqiao where the first person narrator called ―Han Shaogong‖ 
settled for six years during his rustication. Maqiao is marked by its regional 
color. It is a world peopled with a plethora of outlandish folks such as living 
Daoist immortals (e.g. Ma Ming), queer daddy (i.e. Honghua yeye), dream 
women (e.g. Shui shui), legendary general (i.e. Ma bazi), castrated man 
(i.e.Wan Yu) etc. The local language also looks alien to the Mandarin 
Chinese speakers in terms of both its pronunciation and signification – It is 
not unusual that a local word means exactly the opposite to the ―normative‖ 
understanding of it in Mandarin. 77 
                                                          
77 For example, in Maqiao dialect, ―Science‖ has a connotation of laziness; ―Awaked‖ 
rather means stupid. ―Rude/unharmonious‖ is used to describe the pretty ladies. 
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The distinctive indigenousness of Maqiao easily conjures up the 
native lands captured in the fifth generation cinema such as Chen Kaige‘s 
Yellow Earth (Huang tudi [1984]) and Zhang Yimou‘s Red Sorghums (Hong 
gaoliang [1988]). Rey Chow uses the term ―primitive passion‖ to describe 
these films‘ preoccupation with primeval landscapes, women, and local 
customs. In her view, the fifth generation cinema appropriates a self-
orientalistic gaze at the marginal groups and territories so as to forge a new 
Chinese identity (Chineseness). 78 Does Han Shaogong‘s A Dictionary entail a 
similar fetishistic glance at the indigenous region, Maqiao?  
Although Han Shaogong‘s depiction of Maqiao is tinged with fairly 
primitive and imaginative color, which seems indicative of a kinship to the 
fifth generation‘s works, I argue that Han‘s writing is essentially antagonistic 
to their reductive and orientalistic conception of Chinese culture. To Chen 
Kaige and Zhang Yimou, China, be it embodied by the yellow earth or the 
field of red sorghum, is in a homogeneous and singular form. They define 
China in, what Rey Chow calls, a chauvinistic manner,79 accentuating a 
                                                          
78 Rey Chow, in particular, asserts that Chinese intellectuals turn to the primitive 
materials—hinterland, women, and children— they believe to be the most original 
and therefore ―Chinese‖ elements for their works. She further argues that it is the 
Chinese intellectuals‘ narcissistic sense of Chineseness that urged them to fetishize 
the periphery. Rey Chow, Primitive Passions: Visuality, Sexuality, Ethnography, and 
Contemporary Chinese Cinema. NY: Columbia University Press, 1995.  
79 Rey Chow confronts both the fifth generation directors‘ sinocentric representation 
of China and Chinese government‘s hegemony over peripheral groups. She says, ―It 
[the fifth generation filmmaking] is a sign of Chinese intellectuals‘ indifference 
toward China’s imperialism vis-à-vis peoples who are peripheralized, dominated, or 
colonized by mainland Chinese culture, in places such a Tibet, Taiwan, and Hong 
Kong. Preoccupied only with China‘s ―victimization‘ and ‗marginalization‘ vis-à-vis 
the West, contemporary Chinese intellectuals, in particular many of those from the 
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grandeur Central China and consequently glossing over the diversity of 
Chinese traditions. Such a totalitarian representation of China stands in line 
with the state‘s effort to boost civic nationalism which tends to efface the 
internal differences within the nation. However, as I have discussed earlier, 
Han Shaogong defines China in its heterogeneity. In his view, Maqiao is 
neither the past nor the kernel of China. It is but one spot, though often 
blotted out, which constitutes the kaleidoscopic cultural topology of China. 
In explaining his intention of writing about the dialect/stories of Maqiao, 
Han positions himself sharply against the trend of exoticism. In his words,  
I have begun to pay attention to dialects since the early 1980s. But my 
intention is to understand our culture and universal humanity. 
Should my effort be short of this goal, the ―dialect,‖ ―local character‖ 
will most likely turn into queer costumes, outlandish customs, and 
novelties hunted by exoticism and Orientalism. Those are precisely 
what I disagree with.80 
 
Here Han pronounces that his aim is to excavate the shared humanity 
embedded in Maqiao and its vocabulary. Laureate of the 2011 Newman 
Prize in Chinese Literature, Han Shaogong gains recognition in large part on 
the basis of his concern with humanity embedded in the local. As Julia 
Lovell, the award nominator-cum-translator of this work, affirms that Han 
Shaogong ―intertwines, with exceptional artistry and originality, human 
perspectives of the local and the global, and whose career exemplifies the 
                                                                                                                                                      
People‘s Republic, specialize in cultivating the form of primitive passion that is 
sinocentrism or Chinese chauvinism.‖  In Primitive Passions. p. 51. 
80 Han Shaogong and Cui Weiping 崔衛平, ―Guanyu Maqiao Cidian de duihua‖ (A 
dialogue concerning A Dictionary of Maqiao 關於《馬橋詞典》的對話). In Han 
Shagong yanjiu ziliao. p. 103. 
  
70 
 
creative revolution that has taken place in Chinese writing since 1976.‖ 81 
Indeed, Han Shaogong‘s ultimate inquiry and scrutiny of humanity makes 
local Maqiao simultaneously global.  
The dialect is the very means through which Han Shaogong probes 
the issues concerning humanity. Han Shaogong has long been intrigued by 
the dialect, which once acts as a foil in his works and eventually takes the 
leading role in A Dictionary of Maqiao. In ―Homecoming,‖ Han already 
makes special notes on the archaic words that the villagers vocalize. As 
Huang Zhixian walks into the village, he also plunges into the world of 
linguistic difference: 
I [Huang Zhixian] listened nervously, trying to work out the 
implications these words might have. I found the vocabulary used by 
the people here somewhat peculiar: ―see‖ became ―watch‖, ―quiet‖ 
became ―clean‖. Then there was the word ―gather‘— did it mean 
―rise‖? Or did it mean ―stand‖? 82  
 
Despite the attention paid to these dialectical expressions, ―Homecoming‖ 
employs them mainly as obstacles that hamper Huang‘s self-identification 
with Glasses Ma. Such a distancing effect of the dialect is also seen in Han‘s 
widely acclaimed roots-seeking piece Pa Pa Pa. The story is set in a mythical 
land that, allegedly, perched in the mountains above the clouds. The 
                                                          
81 Julia Lovell, ―Nomination for the 2011 Newman Prize in Chinese Literature.‖ 
Cited from the Newman Prize homepage 
http://www.ou.edu/uschina/newman/HanShaogong.html, last visited on May 27, 
2011. The Newman Prize for Chinese Literature is hosted by the University of 
Oklahoma‘s Institute for US-China Issues.  
82 Han Shaogong, ―Homecoming‖. p. 60. 
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unfamiliarity of the village coming from antiquity is best manifested 
through the bizarre language its people use:  
There was no knowing where these villagers had come from. Some 
said Shaanxi, others said Guangdong—all conjectures only. They 
spoke a language quite different from that spoken by the peasants of 
Qianjiaping at the foot of the mountain. For example, they still used a 
lot of archaic words—they said ―watch‖ instead of ―see‘‘ or ―look‖, 
―speak‘ instead of ―say‖, ―lean‖  instead of ―stand‖, ―lie down ‖ 
instead of ―sleep‖. And they used the word ―qu‖ as a pronoun to 
refer to someone nearby. They also had an unusual way of 
addressing their relatives. The emphasis seemed to be on unity – the 
unity of a large family—for there was a deliberate confusion of the 
distinctions between close and distant relatives: they address their 
father as ―uncle‖, their uncle as ―father‖, their elder sister as ―elder 
brother‖, their sister-in-law as ―elder sister‖ and so on.83  
 
The archaic expressions are evoked here primarily to accentuate the sense of 
unfamiliarity, though in effect they might mirror ourselves, as Joseph Lau 
suggests that the isolated and stagnant village in Pa Pa Pa is the ―microcosm 
of China‖ characterized by its non-development. 84 When it comes to A 
Dictionary of Maqiao, many vocabularies Han briefed earlier have become 
subjects and taken on independent significance. 
Han‘s sensitivity to dialect is inseparable from his own experience of 
encountering a linguistic other when he was sent down to the countryside. 
He describes it in a speech, 
About thirty years ago when I was still a middle school student, I 
was rusticated to settle as a peasant during the Cultural Revolution, 
                                                          
83 Han Shaogong, Pa Pa Pa, In Martha Cheung‘s Homecoming? and Other Stories, p. 43. 
84 Joseph Lau, ―Han Shaogong‘s Post-1985 Fiction‖. p.31. 
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making an endeavor there to realize the Red ideal the Chinese 
government indoctrinated us. I embarked on a new life in the village, 
which is called ―Maqiao‖ in my novel, and started to learn about the 
different set of language of the villagers. You audience probably 
know, the map of Chinese phonetics is very complex. This is 
especially true for Hunan province where I was sent down. Its dialect 
plates appear to be so fragmented and scattered that the locals 
describe it as ―three speech sounds with five kilometers‖. That is, one 
can hear three distinct dialects within five kilometers. 85 
 
The experience of rustication fostered Han‘s fascination with Chinese 
phonetics and inspired him to delve into the different linguistic system. The 
countryside is more than an Other but what Mary Louise Pratt called 
―contact zone‖ where previously separated cultures ―meet, clash, and 
grapple with each other.‖86 Such an encounter makes a breach of zhiqing‘s 
original imagination of a more unified linguistic China. Through the dialect, 
Han Shaogong was piloted into a socio-cultural realm pregnant with myths, 
customs, traditions, and lively human existence.   
 In what sense does the dialect articulate humanity? Han Shaogong 
suggests that the dialect preserves ancient phonetics which is a living fossil 
of human life. For example, under the entry of ―Old Chum‖ (lao biao), Han 
highlights that Maqiao‘s pronunciation of the word ―eat‖ bears the essence 
of human eating activity.  
                                                          
85 Han Shaogong, ―The Expressions and Fate of language‖(yuyan de biaoqing yu 
mingyun語言的表述與命運). In Liao Shuwu ed. Reasearch Materials on Han Shaogong. 
p.186.  
86 Mary Louise Pratt, ―Arts of Contact Zone‖ Profession  91. New York: MLA, 1991. 
p.34. 
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When they uttered the word ―eat‖ [chi], they pronounced it with the 
greatest intensity, using the ancient pronunciation qia, rather than the 
mediaeval qi, or modern chi. Qia was pronounced in a falling tone: 
the bold ―a‖ sound of the syllable in combination with a light, crisply 
percussive falling tone displayed to the maximum the speaker‘s 
intensity of feeling. 87  
 
To Han, the ancient pronunciation of ―eat‖ as qia preserved in Maqiao 
dialect best captures the sensational human experience of eating. Qia, in a 
sense, phonetically revives what Yue Gang called the ―orality-centered 
culture‖ of ancient China in which eating is closely associated with 
cannibalistic passion. 88 Compared with Chinese characters which have been 
heavily regulated by the government, the phonetics, according to Han, 
―seems to have much closer affinity to people‘s lives, thoughts and feelings.‖ 
89 Because of its containment of ancient phonetics, the dialect bears the traces 
of humanity.     
 In addition to its inherent connection with humanity, the dialect in 
Han Shaogong‘s Dictionary is derived directly from people everyday life. 
Han‘s Dictionary is thus different from the petrified, senseless, and non-
affective official lexicography. In the novel, Benyi‘s way of speaking vividly 
epitomizes the mechanical bureaucratic utterance. Benyi is the Party branch 
secretary of Maqiao. His speech is always preceded or interspersed with 
official jargons, as if he could not speak without them. In the entry of ―Old 
                                                          
87 Han Shaogong, A Dictionary of Maqiao. Trans. Julia Lovell. p. 14. 
88 Gang Yue, The Mouth That Begs: Hunger, Cannibalism, and the Politics of Eating in 
Modern China. Duke University Press, 1999. p. 4.  
89 Han Shaogong and Cui Weiping , ―Guanyu Maqiao Cidian de duihua.‖ p. 104. 
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man etc.‖ (ni lao renjia yiji qita), Han Shaogong ridicules Benyi‘s non-
communicative message delivered during Uncle Luo (the old village 
leader)‘s funeral. In the memory of Uncle Luo, Benyi gives a speech as the 
representative of the Party. It goes  as follow:  
The golden money twirls a staff of a thousand tons; the jade roof is 
cleared of a myriad li of dust. The four oceans seethe, clouds and rain 
rage, the five continents quake, winds and thunder rise. In the mass 
upsurge of study of Mao Zedong philosophy and thought 
throughout the entire country, in the entire excellent circumstances 
of national revolutionary production, under the brilliant leadership 
and loving concern of the higher level Party organizational 
leadership, in the upsurge in our production brigade‘s complete 
implementation of deployment of the serial strategy from the 
Commune‘s Party representative meetings, our comrade Luo Yuxing 
was bitten by a mad dog…90 
 
Prefacing his memorial speech with the lines of Mao Zedong‘s poems and 
innocuously padding a set of eulogy about the promising revolution 
circumstances, Benyi runs completely off the mark from mourning Uncle 
Luo. Not only does his mechanical adoption of the formula of revolutionary 
utterances make little sense to the villagers, it even irks a young cadre from 
the county who questions: ―What was that? What‘s that got to do with the 
brilliant upper-level leadership?‖ 91 Ironically, the funeral lacks nothing but 
genuine expressions of people‘s feelings about the loss of Uncle Luo. 
                                                          
90 Han Shaogong, A Dictionary of Maqiao. Trans. Julia Lovell. p. 260. In Chinese, the 
first two lines are: 金猴奮起千鈞棒，玉宇澄清萬里埃。四海翻騰雲水怒，五洲震盪風
雷激。   
91 Ibid. 
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However, Benyi is less a linguistic nonsense producer than a product of it. 
He is made to speak like this by the revolutionary ideology that is fraught 
with political superfluous words wherein language is divorced from 
concrete facts, actions, and emotions. The official language not only is 
separated from reality, but debilitates people from expressing themselves. 92 
Unlike the empty, insensible entries in the standard dictionary 
sanctioned by the state, Han‘s entries are animated by riveting stories of 
people, locations, plants, animals, adjectives and verbs closely associated 
with the Maqiao community. Many words and expressions are able to 
signify only in light of the stories behind them. ―Nine pockets‖ (jiu dai) is 
related to the legendary master of beggar gang Dai Shiqing—the more 
pockets, the higher rank. ―Dream-Woman‖ (meng po) acquires its meaning 
through Shuishui, a woman who becomes mentally ill after an accident that 
bereaves her of her son. Adopted from the adulterous woman Tiexiang‘s 
utterance, ―Riding a Wheelbarrow‖ (da che zi) is used to denote sexual 
intercourse in a most suggestive way. By linking words with their stories, 
Han Shaogong‘s dictionary runs counter to Saussure‘s linguistic paradigm. 
Saussure concludes that there is only arbitrary association between the 
signifier and the signified. Such a conclusion validates the tendency that cuts 
                                                          
92 Another conspicuous example can be found under the entry of ―Red Flower 
Daddy‖. Without any understanding of the philosophical words ―externals‖ 
(xianxiang) and ―fundamentals‖ (benzhi), Benyi nevertheless uses it in the sense of 
its emptiness. I am quoting an example of Benyi‘s formulaic words: ―So I came here 
to supervise your sleeping: Party members and People‘s Militia can take the lead 
sleeping, poor and lower-middle peasants can overcome hardships sleeping, you all 
should sleep everything into its externals as well as its fundamentals.‖ A Dictionary 
of Maqiao. Trans. Julia Lovell. p.256  
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off the lace between words and their substance. A Dictionary of Maqiao, on 
the contrary, reunites expressions with the context in which they are created, 
used, and transformed. Instead of empty signifiers as found in newspapers 
and official documents, Han Shaogong sees the words in his dictionary a 
carrier of feelings and experiences, a window open to the richness of 
humanity that the empty official discourse fails to present.  
 
********** 
Speech Right: The cases of Wanyu and Yanzao 
 In addition to re-establishing the solid relation between language and 
human life, A Dictionary of Maqiao departs from the official language also 
through revealing, reconsidering, and challenging the issue of speech rights. 
As the Party branch secretary, Benyi enjoys the paramount speech rights in 
Maqiao. His authority is best illustrated in the villagers‘ blind deference to 
his words. Ignorant of the vogue in the city, Benyi voices his pity over the 
city dwellers that, in his opinion, do not even have enough cloth for pants as 
they wear shorts no bigger than a palm. Laughable as his inference is, 
Maoqiao people seem to buy it in spite of zhiqings‘ objection. Clearly, the 
―truth‖ here is not built upon facts or knowing (not speculating on) the facts. 
That Benyi possesses speech rights as opposed to the zhiqing who do not 
makes the crucial distinction concerning the power of their words. In the 
entry ―Speech Rights‖ (huafen), Han Shaogong hence comments on the 
relationship between speech rights and power as such:  
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The topics of conversation covered by the possessors of speech rights 
were taken up by the general multitude; their expressions, sentence 
structures, tones of speech, and so on fell into common usage; power 
was constituted in this linguistic diffusion, was realized and affirmed 
by these processes of linguistic expansion and outward radiation. 
The term ―speech rights‖ exposes the linguistic basis of power. 93 
 
Only the words of those who have the speech rights are confirmed, 
reproduced, disseminated, and in turn become the foundation of power. The 
acquirement of ―speech rights‖ is never random but hinges on one‘s gender, 
age, wealth, and social position etc. Han Shaogong makes a list of those who 
has no claim to speech rights in Maqiao: women, youth, and the poor. 
Clearly, these are groups who are excluded from the central power.  
 Due to its intimate connection with power, speech rights have been 
the site of negotiation. One‘s desire for power is often times manifested in 
his/her strive for the right to speak. The powers that be are particularly alert 
of any unfamiliar languages, be they dissident or not, for these voices 
constitute potential challenge of their speech rights/power. For instance, 
simply because Marx sounds alien to them, the Commune cadres charge the 
zhiqing of counter-revolution, for they read some foreign guy‘s works 
instead of Chairman Mao‘s. There is no exception for Benyi who also suffers 
a sense of paranoia over his speech power. In one episode, Benyi goes to 
attend a Commune meeting held in the county. The higher administrative 
unit dwarfs his speech right. Sensitive to his loss of power, Benyi flies into a 
                                                          
93 Han Shaogong, A Dictionary of Maqiao. Trans. Julia Lovell. p. 176. 
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rage after spotting that kitchen has not prepared a single piece of meat to 
feed him. He picks the knife himself, butchers a pig, and cooks and 
consumes some pork and blood soups. With much satisfaction, Benyi then 
returns to the meeting. Interestingly, Benyi deals with his loss of speech 
rights through the manner of eating. In light of the double functions of 
orality— speaking and eating, what Benyi lacks in semiotics, he finds 
fulfillment in the somatic.  
The flip side of the speech rights is the mute and muted. Wanyu and 
Yanzao are the two characters deprived of the right to speak. Wanyu was 
originally the most articulate person in Maqiao—he is adept at singing ―qoqo 
songs,‖ a kind of flirting songs that had been popular during the slack 
farming season before they were prohibited by the Party. Based on his 
excellence in delivering songs, Benyi has once recommended Wanyu to join 
the village propaganda team that will give a performance in the county. 
However, after knowing that, instead of a spontaneous singing, he has to 
memorize the tasteless lines of a propagandistic song, Wanyu‘s enthusiasm 
for singing immediately diminishes.  He eventually does not go with the 
troupe on the day for the public performance even though he has wanted to 
go into the county. The founding myth of Chinese Communist Party, Rey 
Chow suggests, is built upon recording and mechanical reproduction of 
language as reflected in Yellow Earth in which the Eight Route Army soldier 
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goes to collect songs for political use.94  By refusing to partake of this process 
of memorization and repetition, Wanyu virtually relinquishes his right to 
enter the Communist society. He loses his voice in Maqiao because he is 
neither willing to pick up the symbolic language nor is he allowed to sing 
qoqo song. Wanyu falls ill later and becomes incapable of delivering any song. 
Lamenting that his singing days are over, Wanyu rebukes scathingly the 
Commune Head, who becomes relevant because of the force that stands 
behind him—the voice muzzling ideology of the Party. Han Shaogong 
makes Wanyu a brave resistant and martyr for art or, more exactly, for 
spontaneous expressions as opposed to the linguistic imposition and 
indoctrination of the ideology.   
Wanyu‘s inaccessibility to speech rights is also a gendered effect. He 
is so described in the novel: ―beardless, eyebrows twisted but extremely thin, 
head always shaved smooth, rather like a shiny oiled radish.‖ 95 This 
appearance, plus his shrill girlish voice, gives a hint of his lack of 
masculinity. It is not until his death do people realize that he is a castrated 
man. (It is said that he was cut off the male organ as a result of his assaulting 
the wife a local grandee.) Little wonder that Wanyu has tended to 
sympathize women in the village. Sharing the fate with women who are 
disfranchised of speech rights that are exclusive to the phallic power, Wanyu 
is also a political, cultural, and linguistic outcast. Presumably, Wanyu‘s 
embellished competence in singing could redeem his physical lack. However, 
                                                          
94 Re Chow, Primitive Passions. p.93 
95  Han Shaogong, A Dictionary of Maqiao. Trans. Julia Lovell. p. 57. 
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the predicament lies in that his qoqo songs are not acceptable by the Party 
and they cannot, therefore, perform the salvific function. Women of Maqiao 
and elsewhere come to mourn over him with unbearable grief. Their weep 
and wail perhaps serve as a resounding charge of the society‘s removal of 
their voice. Wanyu dies a pathetic death, with nothing but bare walls in his 
house and with only three beans left to eat. If Benyi is able to transfer his 
anxiety over speech rights via eating, Wanyu is even deprived of such a 
possibility. Neither is he able to sing, nor can he be filled with food. Wanyu 
is a sheer symbol of lack (of articulation, food, and penis). In a radical sense, 
it is not that he dies as a lack; rather his lack sentences him to death.   
Yanzao suffers similar elimination of voice. The elder son of a former 
Japanese collaborator, Yanzao has to withstand the adversity brought by his 
unfavorable family background. He has tried to seek for acceptance by the 
village community through his hard work and his hospitality, but this 
sought has been ruthlessly rejected. The political and communal exclusion 
gradually makes Yanzao, a reticent man, paralyzed in communication. He 
ends up becoming a real mute, as in a stark contrast to Benyi, whose 
nickname is ―Big Gong Yi,‖ blathering all the time and all over the place. In a 
sense, Yanzao‘s muteness is exactly what the system desires to accomplish 
via its rigid grip on the linguistic power. At least Yanzao‘s muteness 
mitigates Benyi‘s precaution over any counter-revolutionary acts from him.  
Unlike Wanyu, Yanzao survives yet under the condition that he lives 
a ―non-human‖ life. Yanzao‘s human body becomes increasing alienated. He 
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always carries heavy loads, such as a bale of firewood or even a whole 
threshing machine, so much so that bearing heavy loads becomes his 
normality. He would look deformed if his shoulder is empty. In a way, 
Yanzao himself is more dependent on what he carries than otherwise. The 
narrator describes that Yanzao masochistically wants to be devoured by the 
loads: ―If he carried cotton, he carried so much that it covered his entire 
frame, so much that from a distance it looked like two mounded snowy 
mountains were moving of their own accord along the road.‖ 96 The heavy 
loads become his shell under which Yanzao finds ease. Yanzao later become 
poisonous. No longer deemed perilous to Communistic administration due 
to his muteness, Yanzao is dispatched to spread pesticide in the valleys. 
Although suffering from poisoning at first, Yanzao gradually gets used to 
the poison to an opposite extreme that his blood becomes lethal to 
venomous snakes. On this, Han Shaogong writes, ―After various discussions 
about all this, the villagers decided he must have become a poisonous being 
and the blood flowing through his veins could no longer be human blood.‖97 
Such a conclusion stands as a thorough, merciless ostracization of Yanzao 
from the human race.  
Yanzao however keeps the plainest human feelings. Because of his 
family background, Yanzao could not find a wife even in his middle age 
when wrinkles creep on his forehead. He lives such an impoverished life 
that there is no extra quilt at home. Every time his sister, who has married to 
                                                          
96 Ibid., p.147 
97 Ibid., p. 152.  
  
82 
 
a faraway village, comes back for a visit, she has to squeeze up with Yanzao 
in the bed. Sympathetic of his brother whose sexual experience is long 
overdue, the sister offers herself to Yanzao, saying, ―Take me, it is not your 
fault... we do not count as human anyway.‖98 Yanzao, however, fled as of for 
his life. He holds firm on the simplest ethics of the family and on his last 
dignity as a man. Yanzao‘s maintenance of the plain human feeling moves 
the narrator on a later occasion. Many years after leaving the village, the 
narrator comes back and pays a visit to Yanzao who is now married.  
Without seeing Yanzao, the narrator catches a sight at the deformedly 
outsized head of Yanzao‘s wife and their corpselike child lying on the bed. 
The narrator is so scared as to run away, leaving 20 RMB to the woman. To 
his surprise, Yanzao later carries a log and walks about ten miles to come to 
thank the narrator. While the society has tended to quantify affection 
through money in the post-Mao era, Yanzao yet maintains the most 
primitive way to show his gratitude. One is left to wonder, who is more 
alienated from humanity? Is Yanzao‘s plain expression of affection more 
human or the money-based relationship? Han Shaogong invites his readers 
to ponder how the linguistically impotent group of people may ―speak‖ 
loud of humanity. 
Han Shaogong writes Wanyu and Yanzao with much sympathy, 
which, I suggest, arises in large part from the fact that the zhiqing are also 
excluded from language-power system. The narrator admits that the zhiqing 
                                                          
98 Ibid., p. 149 
  
83 
 
do not have speech rights either, as seen in the case of Benyi‘s wide-spread 
theory on the poor city people‘s shorts regardless of their objection. Wanyu 
attempts to negotiate with this rigid linguistic system, however, with no 
avail. Yanzao eventually plunges into the realm of silence. Han Shaogong 
writes to let their voices heard. Wanyu‘s qoqo songs are recorded in the novel, 
and Yanzao‘s innermost feelings are most powerfully conveyed. If Wanyu 
and Yanzao‘s lack of speech rights throws them out of the historical time 
and space, by giving voice to them, Han Shaogong‘s presents a 
heterogeneous linguistic time-space outside the dominate ideology. 
 
********** 
The Episodic Mode of Writing 
I have argued that Han Shaogong‘s Dictionary of Maqiao dialect 
deviates from the official lexicology in that he revives the effervescent 
humanity embedded in the dictionary entries. I have also shown that Han 
lends voice to those who are deprived of speech rights. By revealing what 
are supposed to be invisible and silent, Han Shaogong disturbs the 
homogeneous empty time-space that is linked with the dominant ideology. 
In this section, I would like to concentrate on Han Shaogong‘s stylistic 
innovation of the novel and investigate how it further articulates Han‘s 
notion of time.   
Since its release, A Dictionary of Maqiao had immediately caught the 
public‘s eyes by its newfangled literary form: a novel framed in the form of a 
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dictionary.99 Like a dictionary, it is prefaced with a glossary list (cihui biao) 
as well as an index based on the number of stokes of the initial Chinese 
character of each word of entry (citiao shouzi bihua suoyin). Han 
Shaogong‘s Dictionary adopts an episodic mode in writing. In the main body 
of the novel, under each entry Han narrates a story that is associated with 
the word to be explained. So, the novel is composed of a cluster of 
independent tales and anecdotes. Instead of requiring the type of reading 
from beginning to end, his novel allows its readers to enjoy randomly picked 
entry without being bothered by their ignorance of previous chapters. The 
Dictionary‘s unconventional form and the casual reading it allows lead many 
to wonder: Is this still a novel?  The writer and literary critic Wang Meng, for 
example, in his article ―speaking to be a dictionary, a novel in reality?‖ (Dao 
shi cidian hai xiaoshuo) most sensitively expresses the difficulty he feels to 
categorize the novel.100 The critics‘ reaction is fully reflexive of the shocking 
effect this novel creates. Instead of pinpointing the genre it belongs to, I 
                                                          
99 The form of the novel generated much controversy concerning, ironically, less on 
the innovation itself than on the authenticity of its innovation, and it even evolved 
into a lawsuit. The critics Zhang Yiwu and Wang Gan criticized that Han 
Shaogong‘s A Dictionary of Maqiao plagiarized the idea from the Serbian writer 
Milorad Pavic‘s Dictionary of the Khazars which was published in Waiguo wenyi in 
February 1994. This charge triggered heated discussion and debate over the 
authenticity of Han‘s innovation in literary journals and other popular media. Han 
Shaogong claimed that he had not read Pavic‘s novel before writing his own 
Dictionary. Han Shaogong finally appealed to the courtroom and he won the case. 
For an in-depth discussion of the polemics, see Paola Iovene, ―Authenticity, 
Postmodernity, and Translation: The Debates around Han Shaogong‘s Dictionary of 
Maqiao,‖ in Annali dell‘Istituto Orientale di Napoli 62, 2002: 197-218. 
100 Wang Meng, ―Dao shi cidian hai xiaoshuo‖ (speaking to be a dictionary, but a 
novel in reality [?]道是詞典還小說?), Wang praises Han Shaogong‘s stylistic reform, 
and in the end of his essay, he decides that we can still consider the work within the 
genre of novel. In Dushu (1997), no.1. p. 68-74. 
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want to suggest that a more productive question would be: What is at stake 
of the Han‘s adoption of the lexicon form? I would like to situate Han‘s 
novel in the vicissitude of Chinese ―xiaoshuo‖ tradition, and explain how he 
divorces his writing from the modern notion of novel in Chinese literature 
through the stylistic innovation.  
It was not until the early twentieth century did ―Xiaoshuo‖ take on 
its present day meaning of novel. In classical Chinese literature, ―Xiaoshuo‖ 
refers to something else. In ―Book of Han: Treatise on Literature‖ (hanshu: 
yiwei zhi), the historian and literary critic Ban Gu (32 AD – 92 AD) regarded 
―xiaoshuo‖ as talks and gossips of the street. In Tang dynasty, ―xiaoshuo‖ 
was used as a bibliographical category which included works other than 
classics (jing), history (shi), and poems (shiwen). It is Liang Qichao, a late 
Qing scholar and reformist, who most famously established the association 
between ―xiaoshuo‖ and Western notion of novel. In his influential article 
―On the Relationship between Fiction and the Government of the People‖ 
(Lun xiaoshuo yu qunzhi de guanxi), Liang equates ―xiaoshuo‖ with 
fiction/novel, and emphasizes on the power of ―xiaoshuo‖/fiction in 
renovating Chinese people‘s mind and the nation.101 The modern 
conceptualization of ―xiaoshuo‖ as novel became popular and widely 
accepted thereafter. Lu Xun‘s seminal study on the history of Chinese 
                                                          
101 Liang qichao (梁啟超), ―On the Relationship between Fiction and the Government 
of the People‖ (Lun xiaoshuo yu qunzhi de guanxi 論小說與群治的關係). Originally 
published in Xin xiaoshuo (新小說), 1902.  See Kirk A. Denton ed. Modern Chinese 
Literary Thought: Writings on Literature, 1893-1945. Stanford University Press, 1996. p. 
74-81.  
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―xiaoshuo‖ is also based on Western notion of fiction though he does 
historicize the transformation of the Chinese term ―xiaoshuo‖.102   
The twentieth-century Chinese novel, especially the dominant 
realistic mode novel,103 in a way can be construed as epic as formulated by 
Georg Lukas. According to Lukas, the novel‘s epic feature lies in its 
aesthetics of the exemplary hero, its intertwining the individual destiny with 
communal projects, and its historical teleology.104 Such a notion of novel that 
emphasizes the portrayal of heroes, social circumstances, and plotline 
become standardized in Chinese literature, as the Dictionary of Modern 
Chinese Language has it, ―Xiaoshuo is a narrative genre; it represents the 
societal life and the contradictions of it through sculpturing characters, and 
describing plots and circumstances‖. 105  
Han Shaogong intentionally separates himself from the modern 
orthodox mode of novel. In the entry ―Maple Demon,‖ he states,  
Before I started writing this book, I hoped to write the biography of 
every single thing in Maoqiao. I‘d been writing fiction for then or so 
years, but I liked reading and writing fiction less and less – I am, of 
                                                          
102 Refer to Lu Xun, Zhongguo xiaoshuo shi lue (Concise History of the Chinese Novel 
中國小說史略). Beijing: Beijing shuju. 1925. 
103 For realism in modern Chinese literature, refer to Marston Anderson, The Limits of 
Realism Chinese Fiction in the Revolutionary Period, Berkeley; Los Angeles: University 
of California Press, 1990. David Der-Wei Wang, Fictional Realism in 20th Century 
China. New York: Columbia University Press, 1992. 
104 See Georg Lukas, ―The Epic and the Novel‖ in Theory of the Novel. London, Merlin 
Press. 1963. p. 56-69 
105 In Chinese, ―一種敘事性的文學體裁，通過人物的塑造和情節、環境的描述來概括
地表現社會生活的矛盾,‖ in Dictionary of Modern Chinese Language. Beijing: Shangwu 
yinshu guan, 1994. p. 1269. 
  
87 
 
course, referring to the traditional kind of fiction, which has a very 
strong sense of plot. 106  
 
Han Shaogong‘s writing is distinct from the typical novel on two major 
aspects. One is that, instead of focusing on major characters and events, he 
wishes to include ―every single thing in Maqiao‖. Han‘s agenda is to get rid 
of the domination of our meaning system which tends to attach significance 
to certain elements of life over others. He would like to incorporate in this 
novel those ―insignificant‖ things that have been left out of the traditional 
writing of novel. He declares,  
My memory and imagination aren‘t totally in line with tradition. I 
therefore often hope to break away from a main line of cause and 
effect, and look around at things that seem to have no significance 
whatsoever, for example contemplate a stone, focus on a cluster of 
starts, research a miserable rainy day, describe the random back view 
of someone it seems I‘ve never met and never will meet.107   
 
It is recognizable of Han‘s defiant stance against the overruling of the value 
judgment in the standard mode of novel. Second, Han Shaogong intends to 
dismiss the ―strong sense of plot,‖ or the storyline, in conventional novel. 
The disposal of a dominant storyline makes Han‘s attempt more akin to 
writing ―xiaoshuo‖ as described by Ban Gu in classical Chinese literature. 
Specifically, it is reminiscent of the genre of ―biji‖ (notation book), the 
writing of which first appeared during the Wei and Jin dynasties and 
proliferated throughout the Song period. It was a genre that can contain 
                                                          
106 Han Shaogong, A Dictionary of Maqiao. Trans. Julia Lovell. p. 70. 
107 Ibid., p. 71. 
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anecdotes, gossips, quotations, comments, literary criticism, philosophical 
thinking, and indeed everything that the author deems worth recording.108 
Adopting the ―biji‖ style, Han Shaogong banishes the plot-dominated mode, 
but instead punctuates the narrative with linguistic information, lyrical 
expressions of emotions, and scholarly notes. In the majority of the entries, 
Han‘s narration is interspersed with his own thoughts and arguments. For 
example, in ―Dream-Woman,‖ Han Shaogong tells a touching story about 
Shuishui whose son dies from the explosion of a bomb. Shuishui thereafter 
becomes a dream-woman, known in mandarin as a person who has lost 
mental grip. But her mental illness also seems to bring her some psychic 
power of prophecy. People seek her out from miles around to ask her about 
their fate. Han Shaogong then draws on the Freudian theories of dream and 
unconscious, and writes in length about the implication of ―dream-woman.‖ 
Let me just quote two paragraphs to demonstrate Han‘s unconventional 
writing style:  
I realized the significance of the term ‗dream-woman‘: although 
people normally seen as remote from learning and reason (children, 
women, the insane, and so on) were mostly regarded as pitiful 
weaklings, at key, fateful moments they would suddenly become the 
people who were closest to truth, who were the most trustworthy 
and reliable. 109 
  
                                                          
108 ―Biji,‖ as Rania Huntington notes, ―is the most miscellaneous of genres, defined 
by the brevity of the entries and the casualness of composition.‖ (Rania Huntington, 
Alien Kind: Foexes and Late Imperial Chinese Narrative. Cambridge and London: 
Harvard University Press, 2003.) Here I take the miscellaneous and casual traits of 
the genre to shed light on Han Shaogong‘s fictional writing.  
109 Ibid., p. 88. 
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The word ‗dream-woman‘ concisely and accurately summarized 
Freud‘s discoveries: dreams are the deepest repositories of normal 
people‘s insanity, and mental illness is a state of awakened, daytime 
dreaming. 110 
 
The miscellaneous styles included in his writing make A Dictionary of Maqiao 
a heretic vis-à-vis the standard realistic novel. Moreover, Han Shaogong‘s 
gesture of ―looking around at things‖ refuses a singular focal point. He 
presents myriad foci in the novel. The reader can thus gain liberty to feel, 
experience, and ponder upon the points that strike their eyes. In other words, 
Han‘s episodic mode of writing allows both himself and the reader 
heterogeneous perspectives. 
If A Dictionary of Maqiao can be seen as a historiography—Han 
intends to ―write the biography of every single thing in Maoqiao, his 
approach differs from the official historiography that has always been 
victors‘ history. The modern Chinese historiography has been so heavily 
controlled by the dominant ideology, as David Wang discerns, ―Never have 
we seen such a moment as we have in modern times, when official history 
has been so dictated by the ideological and institutional imaginary as to 
verge on a discourse of make-believe, a discourse often associated with 
traditional fiction.‖ 111 By giving weight to every single thing of Maqiao, Han 
Shaogong, on the contrary, desires to turn his fiction to a history of the 
                                                          
110 Ibid., p. 89. 
111 David Der-wei Wang, The Monster That Is History: History, Voilence, and Fictional 
Writing in Twentieth-Century China. Berkley; Los Angeles: University of California 
Press. 2004. p. 3. 
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pieces of shards of a locale, in which the excluded and the superfluous can 
be incredibly crucial. His episodic writing of the history of Maqiao denies, 
what Walter Benjamin calls, ―the homogeneous course of history‖112 in that it 
annuls the linear, progressive narrative. In Han‘s writing, the history of 
Maqiao is scattered in each person, plant, and animal inhabited within.   
 
********** 
Conclusion: “Beginning (End)”  
 This chapter shows my attempt to extricate the ways in which Han 
Shaogong‘s perception of the troubled zhiqing identity gives rise to a 
heterogeneous notion of time that challenges historical teleology. I would 
like to conclude the chapter by linking a few entries in the Dictionary of 
Maqiao. Together, they weave an enigma of time, dislocating and tangling 
the linear narrative.  
 The novel begins with two entries related to river. Under the second 
entry of the novel ―Luo River,‖ a group of educated youths cross the river 
and enter the Maqiao world. The river is both a spatial and temporal concept. 
It separates Maqiao from outside world where the zhiqings come from. It is 
also a reminder of time. When the narrator, a former educated youth whose 
name is Han Shaogong, embarks on the textual journey to Maqiao, he also 
plunges into a passage of time, however, in the backward direction. 
Following the eyes of the first person narrator, one is led to the time-space of 
                                                          
112 Walter Benjamin, Illumination. New York: Schocken Books. 1985. p. 263 
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Maqiao where zhiqing‘s memories inhabit. The last entry of the novel, 
―Officials‘ Road‖ appears as a déjà vu. The narrator re-enters Maqiao, 
though this time he takes the roadway rather than cross the river. Han 
writes, 
Panting, I turned to ask: ―Aren‘t we into Maqiao yet?‖ 
Fucha (a local peasant) was hurrying along forward, as he helped 
Educated Youth haul our luggage: ―Almost there, almost there, can‘t 
you see it. That‘s it in front, not too far now, is it?‖ 113 
  
The narration thus goes into an unending cycle—where it ends, it begins 
(again). The past becomes the forever presence for the zhiqing. The zhiqing 
becomes the index of non-linear flow of time.  
 Such a cyclical time is reflected in the Maqiao word for ―end‖—yuan. 
In Han Shaogong‘s words, 
In Maqiao dialect, the word for ―end‖ (pronounced wan in Mandrin) 
is pronounced the same as the word for ―beginning‖ (yuan). Two 
temporal extremes are thus phonetically linked. In that case, when 
Maqiao people say ―yuan,‖ do they mean end? Or do they mean 
beginning? ... Maybe ―ending‖ is ―beginning‖?114 
 
The synthesis of ―ending‖ and ―beginning‖ furnishes us with a perception of 
time different from the ever-advancing straight line. Instead, it loops. Their 
retreats can be seen as advances, and their losses may be gains. It is for this 
reason that Han Shagong endlessly harks back to his sent-down experience 
                                                          
113 Han Shaogong, A Dictionary of Maqiao. Trans. Julia Lovell. p. 384. 
114 Ibid., p. 377.  
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for it the past points to the present. He elucidates the purpose of his 
recollection in the entry of ―xian‖: 
Writers cast their minds back again and again, drawing some 
happenings from the past. But in truth, each character and each word 
in their writing is an intervention in the present. Their works seethe 
with thoughts and feelings of here and now, therefore they are 
simply and purely about the present. Writers are most adept at 
finding the present in the past, and the past in the present. They live 
forever in the overlapping of layered time. Their dilemma lies in: 
they want to discover time, and at the same time refuse time at the 
most fundamental level. 115  
 
Evidently, Han‘s painstaking recalling of the past is aimed to engage in the 
contemporary discourse of China. The zhiqing‘s psychological oscillation 
between the rural and the urban, the past and the present complicates the 
flow of time. When the post-Mao Chinese modernity project normalizes the 
progressiveness and developmentalism, oftentimes at the expense of social 
equality and environmental quality, Han Shaogong undercuts the 
ideological normality through an ontological questioning of time, and thus 
qualifies his writing as one of the most powerful political interferences in the 
present.    
 
 
                                                          
115 Han Shagong, Maqiao Cidian. Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe. 2004. P. 260. 
The translation is mine. Note: This entry is not included in Julia Lovell‘s translation.  
In ―A note about the translation,‖ Lovell explains: ―There are five entries from the 
novel that I deemed to be so heavily dependent in the Chinese original on puns 
between dialect and Mandarin Chinese as to make extensive and distracting 
linguistic explanations necessary in English.‖ So with Han Shaogong‘s permission, 
―xian‖ (現) is one of the entries omitted in Lovell‘s translation.   
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CHAPTER 3  
  
LANDSCAPE OF GIRLHOOD AND SEXUALITY:  
WANG ANYI’S THE HERMITIC AGE AND  
A CENTURY ON A HILLOCK  
 
 
Bangbu, the transit city, shelters so many of our 
unbearable memories! Some wretched occasions 
and sorrowful details all hide into its spiritless 
streets and hotels….We adolescent passers-by have 
our wound repaired in the shade of the city. 116  
 
                                              — Wang Anyi 
    
Writing love is bound to involve sexuality. And I 
believe that one  can neither fully present humanity 
nor write to the core of a human being if one 
bypasses his/her sexuality while writing about a 
person. 117                                       
 
                                                                                                          — Wang Anyi 
 
A Junior High School Graduate of 1969 
To Wang Anyi, her identity as a junior high school graduate of 1969 
is of particular significance. Daughter of the well-known woman writer and 
literary bureaucrat Ru Zhijuan, Wang Anyi grew up in an intellectual and 
well-protected family in Shanghai. When the Cultural Revolution broke out 
in 1966, Wang Anyi was 12 years old, just about to start her junior high 
school. She reminisced that she had not learned anything in school as it was 
                                                          
116 Wang Anyi王安憶, ―Bangbu‖ 蚌埠. In The Hermitic Age (Yinju de shidai隱居的時
代).Shanghai, Shanghai wenyi chubanshe. 1999. p.16. 
117 Wang Anyi and Chen Sihe, ―A spontaneous dialogue between two junior high 
school graduates of 1969‖（Liang ge liujiu jie chuzhong sheng de jixing duihua兩個
六九屆初中生的即興對話）,  in Wang Anyi Talks王安憶說. Changsha: Hunan wenyi 
chubanshe, 2003. p. 9. Originally published on Shanghai Wenxue (Shanghai 
Literature), Vol. 3, 1988.   
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closed, and she simply muddled through those three years.118 After her 
graduation in 1969, she insisted on joining the ―up to mountains and down 
to villages movement‖ in spite of her mother‘s dissuasion, and eventually 
went to a village in the northern part of Anhui province.119 When talking 
about her motivation of going to the countryside, Wang Anyi confessed that 
it was neither a forced decision nor out of the lofty ideal to transform the 
countryside. In her words, ―I had been very bored at home doing nothing. I 
was at my adolescent stage and was quite restless, wanting eagerly to 
change my environment.‖ 120 Apparently, Wang‘s weariness of the life in 
Shanghai and adolescent rebelliousness fermented her desire to seek an 
exuberant and fulfilled life elsewhere, in the countryside.  
However, her experience in the countryside was not only unable to 
have her wish granted but rendered her devastated. According to Wang, the 
villagers treated her poorly and she ―was not used to living with them at 
all‖121.  What worsened her rustication experience was her gradual discovery 
of the hideous sides of the revolution and its participants. She reveals: 
The zhiqing representatives declared their determination to take root in the 
countryside (zhagen nongcun) on the stage, whereas in real life they 
occupied themselves with trying to return to work/study in the city. Some 
production team honored for its outstanding re-education program turned 
                                                          
118 Refer to ―Wang Anyi: Restless Explorer,‖ in Laifong Leung ed., Morning Sun—
Interviews with Chinese Writers of the Lost Generation. Armonk, New York, London, 
England: M. E. Sharpe, 1994. p. 180. 
119 By the time Wang Anyi‘s older sister had been sent to the countryside, so the 
household was not obliged to send the second daughter in rustication. In this sense, 
Wang Anyi could have chosen to stay in Shanghai.    
120 Ibid.  
121 Ibid., 181.  
  
95 
 
out to be the crime site of harassing and raping women educated youths. On 
the contrary, it was some glib-tonged, cynical guys disdained by the society 
who maintained a sense of integrity and kindness. There seemed to be a 
seven magnitude earthquake taking place in my heart.  Beauty and ugliness, 
goodness and evilness, truth and falsity, all swirled upside down.122 
 
Wang Anyi has been identifying that a significant portion of her 
writing is a historical and psychological effect of China‘s junior high school 
graduates of 1969. Drawing from the inverted visual images of the Arabic 
numerals of six and nine, Wang Anyi ridiculed the graduates of 1969, herself 
included, as a topsy-turvy generation, having grown up in messy inversions 
and been constantly fiddled by odd ideas.123 Wang Anyi‘s assessment 
concerning the graduates of 1969 is made vis-à-vis the graduates of 1966-
1968, or Lao Sanjie. She states,  
The graduates of 1969 are actually historical victims. We are even 
worse than the graduates of 1966-1968 (Lao sanjie). The education 
they had received before the Cultural Revolution was sufficient to 
help them build their ideals. Whatever this ideal is, they at least have 
a purpose of life (It is a different story that this ideal demises later on.) 
But the graduates of 1969 lack ideals. 124   
                                                          
122 Wang Anyi, ―lushang ren congcong—ba bichu shenjin ren de xinling‖ (people 
hurry on the street—extend my pen deep into their souls路上人匆匆—把筆觸伸進人
的心靈). In Wang Anyi, Pu gong ying (Dandelion 蒲公英). Shanghai: Shanghai wenyi 
chubanshe, 1988. p.147. 
123 Wang Anyi wrote an autobiographical novel about the graduates of 1969, which 
is titled Liujiujie chuzhongsheng (The junior high school graduate of 1969 六九屆初中
生). She says: ―I racked my brain for the title of the novel, and finally settled on 
Lujiujie chuzhongsheng. I urged that the front cover must use the Arabic numerals ‗69‘. 
If looking closely, one will find it interesting that 6 is the reserved 9… ‖. See Wang 
Anyi, ―Shuoshuo 69 jie chuzhongsheng‖ (Talking about The junior high school graduate 
of 1969說說六九屆初中生). In Wang Anyi, Duyu (Soliloquy 獨語). Changsha: Hunan 
wenyi chubanshe, 1998. p. 172-173.  
124 Wang Anyi and Chen Sihe, ―A spontaneous dialogue between two junior high 
school graduates of 1969,‖ in Wang Anyi Talks王安憶說. p. 9.  ―Lao sanjie‖ is a term 
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In her conversation with Wang Anyi, Chen Sihe, a literary critic who is also a 
graduate of 1969, made a pertinent summary of their generation:  
The junior high school graduates of 1969 were indeed a mess up. 
When we came to the age thirsting for knowledge, intellectual 
knowledge was trampled; right after we stepped into the society 
wanting for ideals, everything noble became absurd. The very outset 
of our life was met with the period when the evil nature of humanity 
overflew—we were destitute of knowledge and ideals; we demanded 
truth, virtue, and beauty yet, on the contrary, were given the false, 
evil and ugly. The ten years of calamity coincided with our ages from 
13 to 23, our real youth.  125 
 
Keenly empathetic to Chen, Wang Anyi has been filled with regret and 
lamentation over her devastated youth. She has, on more than one occasion, 
expressed her depression about, bitterness in, and aversion to the past. 126 In 
Wang‘s personal account and Chen Sihe‘s summary, two interrelated 
features of the graduates of 1969 are foregrounded. One is the traumatic 
youth that was pre-concluded, confounded, and mal-nurtured by the 
Revolution. The other is their lack of knowledge and ideals, stemming from 
the social chaos and the downfall of socialist idealism.  
                                                                                                                                                      
that refers to the junior high and high school graduates of 1966, 1967, and 1968. 
Almost all the members of ―Lao sanjie‖ were rusticated to the countryside during 
the sent-down movement.  
125  Wang Anyi and Chen Sihe, Wang Anyi, ―A spontaneous dialogue between two 
junior high school graduates of 1969‖. p. 3.  
126 For example, Wang Anyi said in an interview, ―In fact I cannot pardon the age I 
was in. Now, I sometime feel fine, but it simply because it has drawn a 
distance. …In heart, I am not reminiscent of the past I had. In ―Naqi liandao, kanjian 
maitian‖ (taking up the reaping-hook; looking at the cornfield拿起鐮刀，看見麥田). 
In Wang Anyi Talks. Changsha: Hunan wenyi chubanshe, 2003. p.107.  
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I would like to suggest that Wang‘s writing in a way is symptomatic 
of her troubled psyche of being a graduate of 1969. Many of her works are 
extension of, responses to, and attempted transcendence over the two 
aforementioned features of her generation. I shall focus on Wang‘s 
representation of girlhood and sexuality through reading two of her works, 
The Hermeneutic Age and A Century on a Hillock, both of which involve the 
sent-down experience and the figure of educated youth. I investigate how 
these two texts deal with the generational loss of youth and lack of ideals. I 
suggest that Wang Anyi‘s textual fixation on the image of adolescent girls 
can be seen as a vulnerable yet gritty confrontation to her generation‘s 
youthful trauma, and that Wang‘s experimental exploration of sexuality 
creates alternative value ideals that most potently challenge socialist ideals. 
In my analysis, I highlight the function of the landscape, the spatial 
parameter, with which Wang interweave her search for remedy and 
rejuvenation of the injured sent-down youth generation. Wang Anyi‘s 
landscape, I argue, ultimately transcends the psychological scope of the 
graduates of 1969 and addresses to the problematic of gender and sexuality 
in the post-Mao discourse.  
 
********** 
Perpetual Adolescent Girls: Injury and Its Remedy 
 Wang Anyi‘s writing began with an image: a melancholic girl. This 
image can be found in the majority of Wang Anyi‘s early works, called the 
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―Wenwen Series‖. Although the characters may take different names such as 
Wenwen, Sangsang, Nannan, they share in common the incomparable 
pureness, burgeoned puberty, bewilderment about life and wistful 
expectation for future. They are all graduates of 1969. These characters grow 
from sixteen years old to twenty-six in the texts, which corresponds exactly 
to the ten years of the Cultural Revolution. However time passes, they 
remain unchanged and appear to be a forever innocent adolescent girl. 
Wenwen in ―And the Rain Patters on‖ (Yu, sha sha sha [1980]) is 
representative of this image. Wenwen makes her debut on a rainy night, and 
has a chance romantic encounter with a young man. A returned educated 
youth, she strikes the young man as well as the readers with her graceful 
tenderness. Yet, having gone through the rustication during the Cultural 
Revolution and then returned to the city, Wenwen certainly is unlike those 
inexperienced juvenile girls. The cruel reality had not only ruined her 
romance (as her boyfriend in the city could not stand her rustication) but 
also shattered her faith in life. The image of the pure and innocent 
adolescent girl is thus a misleading surface, a false impression, ultimately a 
fantasy. Beneath the peaceful facade of Wenwen lies a grief-stricken heart, 
wanting and seeking for remedy. More than offering Wenwen a ride in the 
rain, the young man rekindles her passion for love and life. Thereby, 
Wenwen is able to maintain her youthful ideals and dwell on the adolescent 
age.   
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Wenwens‘ innocent image frozen in time betrays Wang Anyi‘s 
tenacious effort to perpetuate their stage of adolescence so as to make up for 
the loss of youth. The adolescent years of the sent-down youth were 
characterized by lack. Whereas the heavy labor exhausted their premature 
physical body, their nutritious demand was met with the alimentary 
deficiency in the impoverished rural land. Romantic love and sexual desire 
burgeoned yet was denied and strictly prohibited. The untimely exposure to 
the ugliness of the society further disillusioned the youth. As many educated 
youths lament, they seem to have missed one stage of growth in their life, 
moving directly to the middle age. The rubric of the ―lost generation‖ 
acknowledges exactly the painful reality of zhiqing‘s youth as a void. In scar 
literature, the wound is a typical image being evoked to accuse the malicious 
social movement and political maneuver. Instead of presenting the wound 
of the zhiqing, Wang Anyi in the ―Wenwen Series‖ brings forth the image of 
intact and impeccable girl, yet harboring their youthful dreams. I suggest 
that Wang‘s repetitive representation of the adolescent girls helps retrieve 
and reconstruct the youthful time that had passed too fleetingly to seize. The 
image of adolescent girls thus assumes the role for redemption. Wenwen is 
an ideal image for Wang Anyi: ―She is whom I deeply love. I place my 
dream in her, and I wish her the best.‖127 Wang Anyi‘s adolescent girl, in 
Lacanian sense, is the ego ideal whose wholeness is what the injured sent-
                                                          
127 Wang Anyi, Yu, Sha Sha Sha houji  ( And the Rain Patters on, epilogue雨 
沙沙沙 後記). In Wang Anyi, Yu, Sha Sha Sha. Tianjin: Baihua wenyi 
chubanshe. 1981. Pp.237.  
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down girls lack but tenaciously seek after. Wenwen, the intact adolescent 
girl, not only redeems the wounded past but signifies hope out of the ruins.  
 Not only served as the ego ideal of the sent-down youth, the image 
of Wenwen was attuned with Chinese people‘s collective psychological state 
in the wake of the Cultural Revolution. Wenwen is a melancholic figure in 
Freud‘s sense. In his essay ―Mourning and Melancholy‖, Freud recognizes 
two mutually exclusive responses to loss— mourning and melancholia. Both 
Freud‘s mourner and melancholic begin with a basic denial of their loss and 
an unwillingness to recognize it. But soon enough, the mourner responds to 
the call of reality to let go of the lost object and liberate libidinal desire. By 
contrast, the melancholic, who remains sunken in his loss, is unable to leave 
behind the lost object.128 Like Freud‘s melancholic, Wenwen carries with her 
the lost object, i.e. their youth, in which she has invested much of her love 
and passion. She strands and stagnates in time and history. The melancholic 
Wenwen mirrors the collective psyche of Chinese people in the late 1970s 
through the early 1980s. When the extreme leftist ideology had been 
overthrown and the new social order was yet to be established, the entire 
Chinese community was bewildered about where to go, just like Wenwen 
wandering aimlessly on the rainy night.  Wenwen‘s lingering fits in the 
timeline of the new era then when the nation was indeterminate about its 
                                                          
128 Refer to Sigmund Freud, ―Mourning and Melancholia‖. In The Freud 
Reader. Ed. Peter Gay. New York, W.W. Norton & Company. 1989. Pp. 584-
589. 
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socio-political direction. Wenwen‘s regained hope, at the same time, 
conforms to the state‘s will to re-light people‘s faith in and dream about 
future. This may help explain why Wang Anyi‘s ―Wenwen Series‖ was so 
favorably accepted by both the reader and the state at the time.  
If Wenwen‘s wound remains covered, by her pure, innocent, ideal 
image, Wang Anyi attempts to unveil the traumatic core twenty years later 
in The Hermitic Age (Yinju de shidai [1999]), a collection of short stories that 
echo with those in the ―Wenwen Series‖. Revolving around Wang Anyi‘s 
sent-down experience, the stories in The Hermitic Age are arrested in the 
bygone past. By qualifying ―age‖ with ―hermitic‖ as in shown the title of the 
collection, Wang Anyi adds a spatial dimension—a hermitic location—to the 
memory of the past. In what follows, I would like to show how space 
enables the articulation and reparation of the traumatic youth. In addition, 
The Hermitic Age highlights the female zhiqing‘s sent-down experience whose 
distinctiveness remains opaque and obscure in the ―Wenwen Series.‖   
The Hermitic Age opens with a short story titled ―Bangbu.‖ Bangbu is 
the name of a place that is neither where Wang Anyi was sent down nor the 
district in which her home is located. It is a transit city in between the two 
locales. The educated youths take train or ferry in Bangbu either heading for 
Shanghai or going to the villages of their rustication. Strangely and 
remarkably enough, Wang Anyi sets sail from Bangbu for the journey of her 
remembrance of the sent-down years. The first-person narrator lavishes her 
delineations of Bangbu, a city where she seems to feel at home in spite of her 
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limited frequency of visits. The city, in her eyes, maintains the 
composedness of routine life rarely seen amidst the Cultural Revolution. It is 
a historical exception. When Shanghai, their home, was ravaged by the wild 
whirlwind of the revolution, and the countryside seemed too alien to 
identify with, Bangbu provides the sent-down youth a psychological 
comfort with its tenderness, propriety, and peacefulness. Bangbu even 
serves as a surrogate home for the homeless children, for the configuration 
of the city resemble that in Shanghai, though on a much smaller scale. Its 
household layout reminds the narrator of her home in Shanghai. Its 
department store and city park also index the urban lifestyle with which she 
is familiar. Bangbu thus becomes the milieu where the journey of memory 
commences.  
Wang Anyi foregrounds Bangbu‘s bathhouse after a synoptic 
portrayal of the city.  The bathhouse evokes most sensitive memory that 
exceeds what memorial speech can achieve. In his article ―Episodic and 
Semantic Memory,‖ Endel Tulving explains two kinds of memory: episodic 
memory and sematic memory. In his words,  
Episodic memory refers to memory for personal events and the 
temporal-spatial relations among these events, while sematic 
memory is a system for receiving, retaining, and transmitting 
information about meaning of words, concepts, and classification of 
concepts.129 
 
                                                          
129 Endel Tulving, ―Episodic and Semantic memory‖. In Endel Tulving and Wayne 
Donaldson eds. Organization of Memory. New York: Academic Press. 1972. p. 401-402. 
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Tulving associates sematic memory with organized knowledge that involves 
rules and algorithms for the manipulation of symbols, referents, and 
meanings. Episodic memory, on the contrary, has a keen bond with 
emotions, times, places, and contexts. It is evident that Wang Anyi adopts 
the episodic mode of memory in her writing ―Bangbu‖ given that the 
temporal-spatial contexts are underscored to remember the past. Among a 
variety of spaces in Bangbu, Wang Anyi assiduously expatiates on the public 
bathhouse there. Unlike the completely open-spaced bathhouse in the 
county near their sent-down village, Bangbu‘s public bathhouse is 
punctuated with many partitions. Wang Anyi so compares the two types of 
bathhouses,  
Bathing had been a big issue for us during the rustication years. 
There was simply a sizable bathing pool in the bathhouse of the 
county nearby. We were yet shy young girls; it was almost 
unimaginable for us to bathe in the nude in front of others… Besides, 
the adult women‘s vulgar language diffused in the bathhouse. This 
was an extremely rough place. It unwittingly hurt our pure and soft 
heart.   
 
By contrast, Bangu‘s bathhouse was refined. There were individual 
partitions. The cement floor was kept clean, thanks to its fine 
drainage. It has a high roof on which there is a line of skylights…. 
Perhaps because we happened to go there during weekdays, my 
impression was that the bathhouse was never crowed. After a 
pleasant bath, we walked in the street, feeling like a rebirth.130  
 
                                                          
130 Wang Anyi, ―Bangbu‖. In The Hermitic Age (Yinju de shidai 隱居的時代).Shanghai: 
Shanghai wenyi chubanshe. 1999. p. 10-11. 
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The bathhouse in Bangbu is important in that it exquisitely protects the 
purity of the yet young and blushful sent-down girls. It thus helps maintain 
their girlhood. Perhaps, no other places witnesses and safeguards the 
adolescent girls as Bangbu‘s bathhouse does. Nor would the conceptual 
mode of memory be able to convey delicately the subtlety of the girls‘ 
feelings as with the space-based episodic memory.  
 Not until the spatial contexts are fully laid out and narrated does 
Wang Anyi begin to bring about the most traumatic memory of the sent-
down girls. She writes, ―Ok, now, I can recount a story.‖ 131 It is about a 
teenage female zhiqing‘s premature death. The tragedy takes place in a small 
inn in Bangbu. A couple of young lovers come from their sent-down village 
to Bangbu not for a vacation but for a secret abortion surgery. Fearful of 
being discovered about their pregnancy, they choose a less-noticed clinic to 
―dispose of‖ the embryo. After the surgery, the girl stays in the inn while her 
boyfriend goes to buy the ferry ticket for their return. As the boyfriend 
comes back he only finds his beloved laying in the blood. The girl dies of an 
unprofessional surgery in which the doctor fails to recognize her pregnancy 
of twins and only has one aborted. The sent-down youth‘s sexual adventure 
ominously bred the danger of humiliation and destruction. Wang Anyi 
writes in a sorrowful tone:  
Our tender life was wounded. We were pushed into heaviness of life 
before we even grew up. Things all of sudden became so serious. 
                                                          
131 Ibid., p. 17. 
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When our mind was yet so shallow and unprepared, the trials of life 
fell upon us far ahead of time. 132  
 
It was the girl(s) who paid the highest, least affordable price. The memory is 
about pain, and it is charged with emotion. While the semantic memory 
transmits symbols and concepts, the episodic memory gives vent to the 
excruciating grief over the sent-down years. It seems that Wang Anyi can 
only advance her narration of the young female zhiqing‘s bodily destruction 
through evoking Bangbu, the tacit city, which helps carry the weight of the 
pain/loss of the youth. In her words, 
Bangbu, the transit city, shelters so many of our unbearable 
memories! Some wretched occasions and sorrowful details all hide 
into its spiritless streets and hotels….We adolescent passers-by have 
our wound repaired in the shade of the city.133   
 
In her remembrance of Bangbu, Wang Anyi accomplishes to mourn over the 
loss of the young girls during their rustication.  
In this sense, Bangbu, far more than a transit city, is the locus where 
the sent-down girls leave the traces of their purity, sensitivity, as well as 
wound and destruction. Being the third space other than home and the 
countryside, Bangbu enables the remembering process. To borrow what 
Gary Xu calls in a different context, Wang Anyi ―remembers from afar‖. 134 
                                                          
132 Ibid., p. 15. 
133 Ibid., p. 16. 
134 My analysis has drawn much inspiration from Gary Xu‘s analysis on the episodic 
memory in Hou Hsiao-hsien‘s Mellennium Mambo. In his discussion, Gary Xu 
identifies the prevalence of episodic memory used in remembering the city of Taipei 
in this film. He reasons that under the transnational urban condition, the 
interconnectedness and convergence of the metropolitan cities such as Taipei, Paris, 
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Bangbu allows a narrative distance that not only capacities Wang Anyi to 
narrate the most traumatic and ineffable but also serves as a buffer 
alleviating the pain of remembering. Thereby, Wenwen‘s vague sense of 
melancholia becomes locatable in time and space before it vanishes in 
oblivion.  
 Following her revelation of Wenwens‘ trauma in ―Bangbu,‖ Wang 
Anyi attempts to redeem the injured Wenwens in Sisters (Zimei men). A 
novella included in The Hermitic Age, Sisters centers on a group of agreeable 
young countryside maidens whom the first-person narrator meets during 
her sent-down years. Like in ―Bangbu,‖ Sisters begins with an elaborated 
delineation of the location—―our village‖. Wang Anyi so meticulously 
introduces the surroundings, landform, history, culture, agriculture, and all 
relevant information about the village that one is led to suspect it to be a 
local chorography written in artistic language.135 The girls of the village are 
then brought to our eyes. The long introduction no doubt enhances the 
solemnity of the girls‘ appearance in the scene. The girls are whom Wang 
Anyi cherishes, as she says, ―What I wrote is a beautiful kingdom of girls 
                                                                                                                                                      
London, Tokyo, and New York have destabilized generic knowledge about each city. 
The city‘s uniqueness thus can only be remembered through episodic memory 
which is associated with a contingent time and place. He further points out that 
distance is essential for remembering as it ―ensures the realization of the city‘s 
illusive nature and consequentially the urge to cling onto the episodic memories 
before the mirage disappears.‖ See Gary Xu, Sinascape: Contemporary Chinese Cinema. 
Maryland: Lanham, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers. 2007. Pp. 126.  
135 Wang Anyi had employed this type of meticulous writing on space at her acme in 
the novel titled Chang hen ge (Song of everlasting sorrow長恨歌). The novel spends 
several chapters writing about the cityscape of Shanghai before getting into the story 
taking place in it. See Chang hen ge. Beijing: Zuojia chubanshe, 1996.  
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(nu‘er guo). At that gloomy time, the girls are so bright and pretty… ‖ 136 
Indeed, Wang Anyi paints an idyllic picture of the land of young maidens in 
Sisters.   
 Unlike the commonly conceived boorish countryside, ―our village‖ 
is rather a civilized society characterized by its elegancy, aesthetic 
tastefulness, and its tender protection of its daughters. On one hand, its 
civilization cultivates fine, charming, and pleasant daughters. On the other 
hand, the girls are carefully protected by the laws and customs of the 
community. The daughters of the village have been taken exceptional care 
and guarded from slightest violation as they grow up. There are certain 
words that the young girls are definitely not allowed to say. Nor can the 
adults speak in the presence of the maidens. The words ―gan‖ or ―zou‖ 
(meaning ―to do‖), for example, are taboos for the girls as they have a sexual 
connation, similar to the English word ―fuck‖. Wang Anyi writes, ―In our 
village, there is no spreading of wild chants or vulgar utterances. Instead, 
stories of literati taste are popular and widely circulated. Intellectuals like 
Elder Brother often tell these stories.‖137 Even among the cultured stories, 
those with sexual implications have to be strictly avoided. Once when Elder 
Brother comes to the point to finish his story by explaining a dream about a 
                                                          
136 Wang Anyi and Liu Jindong. ―Wo shi nüxing zhuyi zhe ma?‖ (Am I a feminist? 
我是女性主義者嗎). In Wang Anyi Talks. Pp. 186. The conversation was conducted in 
2001.  
137 Wang Anyi, ―Zimei men‖ (Sisiters 姊妹們). In Yinju de shidai (The Hermitic Age). 
p.264. This novella was translated into English by Ihor Pidhainy and Xiao-miao Lan. 
It is included in Dragonflies: Fiction by Chinese Women in the Twentieth Century. Eds. 
Shu-ning Sciban & Fred Edwards. Ithaca, East Asian Program of Cornell University. 
2003. p. 188-222. But I used my own translation here for the sake of consistency.   
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scholar sleeping with his sister-in-law, he ceases abruptly, as he notices that 
several girls were among the listeners. Clearly, it is a village that spares no 
effort to protect its young daughters from contamination, to let the girls 
beam in their girlhood. It is written, ―With enthusiasm and sincerity in their 
hearts, the sisters steadily walked through their youth step by step. Even 
though these were ordinary years, they did not waste their time.‖138 Unlike 
the homeless, unprotected sent-down girls, the young maidens of ―our 
village‖ are provided with an ideal home to live and grow; and they have a 
beautiful memory of their girlhood. 
If Bangbu witnesses the trauma of sent-down girls, ―our village‖ sees 
the carefree enjoyable time of the rural maidens. Juxtaposing the Banbgu 
and our village, we can discern the great extent to which Wang Anyi writes 
Sisiters in dialogue with ―Bangbu.‖  I suggest that Wang‘s enthusiastic 
writing about the situation of our village and the rural maidens discloses her 
desire to create an ideal adolescent experience, taking it as a poetic remedy 
of the sent-down girls‘ loss. It is true that Wang Anyi has created Wenwen, 
an ideal image, and has employed it for a hasty redemption. Yet, Wang left 
Wenwen‘s history/wound untouched back then. Perhaps, only after the 
wound is registered/revealed in psychological and textual consciousness 
can Wang really fully address redemption. Our village and the countryside 
maidens serve as the imagined ideal for the sent-down girls‘ salvation. 
Wang Anyi‘s addressing the village as ―our village‖ and the country girls as 
                                                          
138 Ibid., p.274.  
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―sisters‖ discloses a strong desire to be part of their setting. However, 
ironically, the narrator-I mostly acts as an observer. The distance here 
reminds the narrator of her non-belongingness to scenario of redemption, 
and the irreparability of her loss. The adolescent girl thus becomes a 
perpetual image for Wang Anyi, who helplessly looks for their lost youth 
and hesitates to enter adulthood. 
 
********** 
Writing Sexuality: A Review 
I have highlighted the image of adolescent girls recurrent in Wang 
Anyi‘s works and suggested that it functions both as a revelation of the sent-
down youth‘s traumatic past and redemption of their loss. Wang Anyi‘s 
gender consciousness and her artful utilization of space have generated a 
pathetic account of female zhiqing‘s emotional and physical trauma during 
their sent-down years. The image of adolescent girls thus addresses to the 
junior high graduates of 1969‘s loss of youth. In what follows, I shall turn to 
the question of how Wang Anyi‘s deals with the other crucial conundrum 
facing the graduates of 1969—their lack of ideals. Sensitive to her 
generation‘s deprivation of belief and ideals, Wang Anyi has been 
ceaselessly searching for meanings and values in hopes of making up for the 
lack. Among her various literary attempts, I would like to focus on her 
writing on sexuality, which has managed to construct a radically different 
meaning system, an alternative ideal,  and thereof created the most 
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prominent shock, sensation, and controversy in her literary career so far. 
During the second half of 1980s, Wang Anyi published four tales on love 
and sexuality: Love on a Barren Mountain ( Huangshan zhilian [1986]), Love in 
a Small Town (Xiaocheng zhilian [1986]), Love of the Brocade Valley (Jinxiugu 
zhilian [1987]), and A Century on a Hillock (Gangshang de shiji [1989]). That 
Wang writes the four tales consecutively evinces her keen contemplation on 
the issues of gender and sexuality. My initial step here is to situate Wang 
Anyi‘s works in the Mao as well as post-Mao discourses of sexuality and 
demonstrate how her writing complements, amends, and breaks through the 
dominant narratives of sexuality.  
 Literary representations of love and sexuality were largely absent 
during the Mao‘s era. Romantic love was by and large erased from the 
cultural articulation, and was replaced by the patriotic love of the nation, the 
Party, and the comrades. In the socialist society where class status was the 
most crucial determinant for marriage (desirably a union of two 
revolutionary partners), romantic love became barely relevant in a spousal 
relationship. In fact, romance, love, body, and carnal desires, by definition, 
were all the ―class enemies‖ that would supposedly erode the revolutionary 
mind. Within the proletarian camp, men and women are intimate brothers 
and sisters, and loyal sons and daughters of the Party. The Maoist ideology 
denounced the pursuit of romantic love as the bourgeois residue that had to 
be eradicated, not to mention sexual desire.  
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In fact, the tight bio-political control over love and sexuality in the 
ascetic revolutionary ideology was not simply aimed to secure the purity of 
people‘s minds but, significantly, to sustain the socialist economy. In the 
socialist modernization project during Mao‘s era, the Party solicited 
nationwide collective engagement in building the new China. In order to 
meet the tremendous need of labor, women were mobilized to participate in 
the work force under the rhetoric of women‘s emancipation and the slogan 
of ―women holding up half the sky‖. The Mao‘s era witnessed emergence of 
numerous ―iron men‖ and ―iron maidens‖, who were exalted by the state for 
their exceptional commitment to labor as well as their unyielding spirit 
before difficulties. By prefixing ―iron‖ to men and women, the official 
discourse endorsed the desexualized and sexless existence of its people. The 
―iron‖ signifies the mechanical, stiff, and insensible texture. The ―iron man‖ 
seems to be comparable to the working machine, devoid (deprived) of 
sexual desire. Likewise, the ―iron maiden‖ creates the impression that they 
are coated with iron crust, undesirable and impenetrable. Love and sexuality 
was not only symbolically abolished but physically disabled—in reality, the 
intensive labor already exhausted one‘s energy so much so that their drive 
for love and sexuality was debilitated.  
 Only in rare cases during the Mao‘s era, love and sexuality were 
touched upon in literary texts, such as Yang Mo‘s Song of Youth and Ru 
Zhijuan‘s ―Lilies.‖ However, the writing fell into the pattern of deporting the 
substance of love and subjugating it to the socialistic revolutionary narrative. 
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Yang Mo‘s Song of Youth delineates Lin Daojing‘s path of growing from the 
daughter of a bourgeois family to a member of the proletarian 
revolutionaries. In Yang‘s writing, Lin‘s affection toward Lu Jiachan, a 
student revolutionary, was written in such a constrained fashion that one 
would confuse it with the pure revolutionary comradeship. The ideological 
codes embedded in their relationship overshadow the potential of love. 
Rather than a lover, Lu Jiachuan stands more as a metaphor of the Party and 
the Communist ideals that enlighten and guide the bewildered youths like 
Lin Daojing. Interestingly, As Lin herself embarks on the revolutionary 
journey Lu was soon captivated and died. The destruction of his body 
deprives Lin of the object of her love, resulting in her ultimate marriage with 
the ideals that Lu symbolizes. The hollowed-out romance is thus employed 
to deliver ideological messages. The same is true to Ru Zhijuan‘s ―Lilies‖. 
Whereas there is detectable physical attraction between the new-wed wife 
and the young soldier who comes to borrow quilts for his wounded battle 
comrades, the sense of affection is immediately suppressed prior to its 
coming into consciousness. The soldier falls in battle before long. The bride 
offers her new quit embroidered with lilies to be laid in the young soldier‘s 
coffin within which the burgeoning love is simultaneously consummated, 
sublimated, and buried. The story‘s  symbolic reference to the close 
relationship between the army and the people supersedes the feeling of 
romantic love. The narrative power strangles the bud of love and sexuality 
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within its embryo. It thus secures the purity and faithfulness of the young 
men and women to their only master: the Party.  
 The anti-romance and anti-flesh ideology did not begin to thaw until 
the post-Mao era. The post-Mao literature first tapped on the theme of love 
to break the longstanding ideological taboo.  Zhang Kangkang‘s ―The Right 
to Love‖ most resoundingly shouted for the legitimacy of love.139 Despite the 
protagnist‘s father‘s last word ―Do not love‖—a despairing conclusion 
drawn from the maltreatment he suffers during the Cultural Revolution, the 
daughter makes up her mind in the end to lay down the burden of the 
family trauma and embrace love. Zhang Kangkang‘s writing contains two 
polar elements often found in scar literature: the violent, disastrous past 
versus the love-breeding, humanistic present. Standing at the historical 
threshold toward the new era, Zhang Kangkang acutely connected ―the right 
to love‖ with human rights, using love to summon the once trampled/lost 
humanity. The call for love empowers the self and the society in the sense 
that the recuperation of love signifies the advent of the supposedly 
humanistic post-Mao China.  
Not only does the theme of love help mark the new age, but it serves 
as redemption of the ravaged personal as well as national past. Zhang Jie‘s 
novella ―Love Cannot Not Be Forgotten‖ confirms the value of the past 
through a bone-and-heart-engraving love emerging from the ruins of the 
                                                          
139 The short story was published on Shouhuo (Harvest收穫), Vol. 3, 1979. It was 
translated into English by R.A. Roberts and Angela Knox. See In One Half of the Sky: 
Selections from Contemporary Women Writers of China. London: William Heinemann, 
1987, 51-81. 
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Cultural Revolution.140  Love remains the lone matter worthy of recollecting 
from the ten years of devastation. Yet, it is through love that the memory of 
pain eclipses and the past becomes memorable. Thereof, love performs a 
salvific role, which compensates the irretrievable damage and loss of the 
past. Although the story ventures to deal with extra-marital affair, pitting 
love against marriage ethics, it keeps the lovers in the puritanical 
relationship void of any physical intimacy. (The lovers did not even shake 
their hands!) Zhang Jie‘s depiction of the platonic love thus at once defies 
moral codes of the society and succumbs to the yet dominant ascetic 
ideology. Zhang Kangkang‘s and Zhang Jie‘s works foreground the theme 
on love in the wake of the Cultural Revolution, but by shrouding love 
squarely within the realm of an idealistic utopia, they evade the site of body 
and thus still carry on the anti-body undertone of the ultra-leftist ideology.  
 It is in Zhang Xianliang‘s works, such as Mimosa (1984) and Half of 
Man is Woman (1985), that aspects of desire and sexuality first appeared in 
the post-Mao literary arena. 141 In his account of the romance between a sent-
                                                          
140140 The novella was first published on Beijing Wenyi (Beijing Arts), Vol. 11, 1979. 
Two translations are available. See ―Love Must Not Be Forgotten,‖ in Love Must Not 
Be Forgotten. San Francisco: China Books, 1986. Also ―Love Cannot Be Forgotten,‖ in 
Helen F. Siu and Zelda Stern, eds. /trs. Mao's Harvest: Voices from China's New 
Generation. NY: Oxford University Press, 1983, p. 23-29. 
141 Zhang Xianliang was persecuted in the Anti-Rightist Campaign of 1957. 
He was imprisoned for almost twenty years in northwest China, and re-
emerged in 1979 with semi-autobiographical stories focusing on the 
suffering of intellectuals in labor camps. Mimosa 綠化樹was first published 
on Shiyue (October), Vol.2, 1984 and was translated into English by Gladys 
Yang. Beijing: China Books and Periodicals.1985. Half of Man is Woman 男人
的一半是女人was first published in 1985.  
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down Rightist and a rural woman, there involve such topics as sexual huger, 
incompetence, voyeurism, adultery, sexual indulgence, and so forth. 
Granted, these elements got on the nerve of the conservatives and incurred 
much controversy. However, a closer look shows that Zhang‘s writing is 
meant not so much to probe sexuality itself as to utilize sexuality to address 
social issues, specifically the ill socio-political environment of the Cultural 
Revolution. For him, sexual incompetence is a physical symptom resulted 
directly from the political repression. His male-centered, almost narcissistic 
narrative makes the recovery of male sexual potency symbols of the 
Rightists‘ regaining of power and of the advent of the new historical phase. 
Sexuality thus serves as a footnote of the social transformations in Zhang 
Xianliang‘s works, leaving the nature of human sexuality barely addressed.  
 Whereas the writing of Zhang Kangkang, Zhang Jie and Zhang 
Xianliang on love and sexuality was saddled with social and political 
implications, Wang gives sexuality an ontological value. She mentions, ―I 
make sexuality the end in my writing. It does not bear much social meaning.‖ 
142 If the criticism on Zhang Xianliang‘s works rests on the ―inappropriate‖ 
insertion of sexuality in his social commentary, the big fuss over Wang 
Anyi‘s writing originates not from the inclusion of sexual depiction per se 
                                                          
142 Wang Anyi, Sitefanya, and Qin Lide, ―Cong xianshi rensheng de tixian dao xushu 
celue de zhuanxing: guanyu Wang Anyi shinian xiaoshuo chuangzuo de fangtanlu‖ 
(A transformation from writing about life experience to employing narrative 
strategies: an interview on ten years of Wang Anyi‘s fiction從現實人生的體現到敘述
策略的轉型：關於王安憶十年小說創作的訪談錄). In Wang Anyi Talks, p. 41-42. The 
interview was originally published in Dangdai zhongguo wenxue pinglun (Criticism of 
contemporary Chinese literature), 1991, no. 6.   
  
116 
 
but the weight Wang attaches to it. To put it differently, unlike her 
processors who use love and sexuality as a means to express ―grander‖ 
socio-cultural issues, Wang Anyi endows sexuality with absolute autonomy, 
independent from ideology.  
Wang‘s four tales provides cases in point. In Love on a Barren 
Mountain, sexual drive possesses ―she‖ and ―he‖ and exerts transforming 
power on them. ―She‖ is an aggressive, shrewd woman who has been 
excelled in wielding control over the wooers of hers; ―he‖ is an effeminate, 
indecisive man coddled by his caring wife. As ―her‖ life and ―his‖ intersect, 
the fire of desire bursts and plunges them into a world of flesh where social 
codes lose their validity. Surprising changes take place in them, which are 
best demonstrated when their adulterous affair is exposed. Instead of 
characteristically securing herself at the expense of others, ―she‖ takes all the 
blame. Turning from passivity, ―he‖ takes courage to continue on the 
relationship with her. Unbearable of the social constraints, they commit 
suicide in the end, exchanging death for their sexual freedom. The 
convergence of death drive and sexual drive only testifies to sexuality‘s 
immense capacity in granting life as well as destructing it. Love in a Small 
Town attends to the destructive force of sexual repression. ―He‖ and ―she‖ 
are both dancers in a theatrical troupe, whose deformed bodies serve as an 
index of the repression they have born. Sexuality stands as the only content 
in their relationship, which is fraught with vituperation, emotional catharsis, 
and sado-masochistic violence. It is not until ―she‖ gives birth to their child, 
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to whom she transfers all her emotion and energy, does the torturous 
relationship end. Love of the Brocade Valley explores the power of sexual 
fantasy. The novella runs as a one-woman show: ―she‖ refreshes herself 
through an imagined erotic relationship with ―him‖. The man functions as a 
mirror in which she rediscovers and falls in love with herself. The tangible 
narcissism involved in the story once again speaks of the authoritative role 
sexual desire plays in subject formation and transformation. As will be 
discussed in the next section, A Century on a Hillock likewise foregrounds the 
generative power of sexuality.  
Wang Anyi‘s account of sexuality as something corporeal, instinctual, 
self-determining significantly revises the platonic, instrumental 
understanding of love and sexuality in the early post-Mao discourse. Here, 
Wang‘s identity as the graduate of 1969 performs double functions with 
regard to her exploration of sexuality. On one hand, her lack of ideals creates 
in her an unceasing craving for an ideal value system and propels her to 
constantly inquire into humanity. On the other hand, the lack turns precisely 
to be her asset, enabling herself an independent position to reflect upon and 
rectify the idealistic discourse. Whereas other writers either ignore physical 
desire or succumb it to political implications in their endeavor to rehabilitate 
human value, Wang Anyi brings to light the forgotten, concealed, and 
biased reality of sexual desire as an indispensible reality of men and women. 
Wang thus pushes the cultural discussion of humanity down to the 
corporeal level. In the following section, I shall conduct a close reading 
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Wang Anyi‘s A Century on a Hillock, a novella revolving around a female 
zhiqing‘s intricate sexual relationship with a local peasant. I would like to 
show how Wang Anyi‘s appropriation of the topic of female zhiqing‘s 
suffering goes beyond the cathartic accusation of the malaise of sent-down 
movement, complicates the victimizer-victim, male-female, and rural-urban 
dynamics.    
 
********** 
A Century on a Hillock—A Different Zhiqing Story 
 Sexuality in A Century on a Hillock is depicted in the most direct, 
graphic fashion among the four tales. 143 The novella was written in 1989, a 
few years later than the other three tales. In the year of 1989, Wang Anyi also 
wrote two other pieces ―Sacred Altar‖ (shensheng de jitan) and ―Brothers‖ 
(dixiong men), in which she probes how far the sheer spiritual connection 
can reach in the relationships between men and woman as well as among 
women. The two stories both end with the bankruptcy of the relationships. 
Wang thus confronts Zhang Kangkang‘s and Zhang Jie‘s proposal of 
unfleshly, platonic love. Following her conclusion on the limited endurance 
of pure spiritual liaisons, Wang Anyi, in writing A Century on a Hillock, 
returns to her previous exploration of sexuality. Wang Anyi makes a 
                                                          
143 In his interview with Wang Anyi, Site fanya tells an interesting anecdote. He says, 
―I regretfully tell you that A Century on a Hillock met with an odd treatment. Quite a 
few pages of this novel at the Peking University library and People‘s University 
library had been torn off…‖ The other interviewer Qin Lide responds, ―This is 
indeed fun! Pages being torn off reflect exactly the people‘s intense reading interest 
in erotic subjects.‖  See Wang Anyi Talks, p. 39.  
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compromise in her first three tales on sexuality: She closes out the stories 
with a suicidal death (Love on a Barren Mountain), desexualized motherhood 
(Love on in a Small Town), and a return to the lifeless marriage (Love of the 
Brocade Valley). Wang goes much further from where she stops in A Century 
on a Hillock, in which sexuality constructs a different gender relationship and 
an alternative value system governed by the sensual and the ―irrational.‖   
 At the first glance, A Century on a Hillock could be another zhiqing 
story that portrays the victimization of women. The story takes place in the 
Yang Village amidst the sent-down movement. The male protagonist Yang 
Xuguo is a married local peasant who serves as the head of the production 
team, and the female protagonist Li Xiaoqin is an educated youth who is 
rusticated to the Yang Village. Their drama begins when the announcement 
of the educated youth‘s return policy circulates in the Yang village. Li 
Xiaoqin becomes restless upon hearing the news, hoping anxiously that she 
can be recommended to go back to the city. As the team leader, Yang Xuguo 
holds the scepter to decide whom to grant this favor. Owning hardly any 
social privilege, Li Xiaoqin decides to take advantage of her good 
appearance to stage a game of seduction toward Yang Xuguo. Her plan is to 
use her beauty/body in exchange for his power/recommendation letter. The 
beauty-power deal fails eventually, though Yang enjoys very much Li‘s 
body. Another educated youth, Little Yang, is given the opportunity to 
return to the city. If the story halted right here, one could categorize it as a 
piece of scar literature with little hesitation and could interpret it as a charge 
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of Maoist idealism‘s notorious exploitation of woman and youth. However, 
the story continues, and Yang Xuguo and Li Xiaoqin attain a liberation and 
utter fulfillment via their sexual encounters. A Century on a Hillock 
culminates in and ends with Yang and Li‘s physical jouissance for seven 
days and nights, which eclipses all the cunning schemes and power 
struggles. In this case, what role do the typical elements of zhiqing story play 
in this novella? In the next section, I would like to show how Wang Anyi 
utilizes skillfully such elements to reveal the power structure and gender 
reality in Mao‘s china.  
 
********** 
Li Xiaoqin’s Seduction: Playing with the Social Mise-en-scène 
Whereas Zhang Xianliang uses sexuality to articulate social issues, 
Wang Anyi employs social circumstances to address gender reality and 
sexual desire.144 If the backgrounds look rather vague in her first three tales, 
Wang Anyi provides its reader with specific social and historical contexts in 
A Century on a Hillock. The characters are no longer called by the general 
pronouns ―he‖ and ―she‖ but are instead given proper names. The typical 
social circumstance, in particular zhiqing‘s rustication, seems to exert great 
impact on the characters. However, I suggest that the social factors function 
                                                          
144 Wang Anyi once says, ―My writing of the love trilogy can be traced back to my 
original intention of literary creation. My experience, personality, and character 
determine that writing outside world is not possibly my top priority. The first 
subject of my writing is certainly self-expression.‖ It is clear that the focus of Wang 
does not lie on the social circumstances. Wang Anyi Talks, p.10.  
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rather as a mise-en-scene, which lays out the power structure but by no 
means possesses the ultimate power to determine the characters‘ fate. In fact, 
it is through the interplay between the actualization and virtualization of the 
social background that Wang Anyi spells out the autonomy of sexuality.  
 Layered power system is at work in the Yang Village. The Yang 
Village is a traditional patriarchal community that descends from a mythical 
figure, Old Grandpa. Although it has stepped into the Communist regime, 
the village yet follows the patriarchal clan system deep down. The previous 
production team head Old Yang passes on his position to his son Yang 
Xuguo. There are three female educated youths—Little Wang, Little Yang, 
and Li Xiaoqin—in the village. An acquaintance of the head of the county, 
Little Wang carries with her a political privilege to the village. Initiating and 
devoting herself to the campaign of eradicating the feudal residues of the 
village, Little Wang is promoted to work in the security bureau of the county 
before long.145 Another girl Little Yang allies herself with the local clan 
system. Thanks to her surname, she has successfully joined the local Yang 
clan and thereby becomes a family member of the Yangs, of the same 
generation with Yang Xuguo. To consolidate this newly-sought relation, 
Little Yang‘s mother often comes to visit the Old Yang‘s for her daughter‘s 
                                                          
145 The source of this character Little Wang is likely to be Wang Anyi herself. In one 
of her prose essays, ―Touben Tangzhuren‖ (Seeking shelter from Director Tang投奔
唐主任 ), Wang talks about how she received unconditional aid from Director Tang, 
the vice head of the Wuhe county, during her sent-down years. Director Tang was 
one of her parents‘ friends. It was also through Director Tang, Wang Anyi was able 
to leave the countryside. See Wang Anyi, Duyu. Changsha: Hunan wenyi chubanshe, 
1998. p. 62-65.  
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sake. While Little Wang relies on the state power of new China and Little 
Yang leans on the patriarchal clan system, Li Xiaoqin sees herself no merit 
but a fair look. Interestingly, in her self-evaluation, Li does not even take 
into consideration her diligence and unparalleled excellence in all types of 
farm work. The malfunction of the so-called ―rewarding in accordance with 
one‘s performance‖ becomes palpable. It is based on her perception of the 
power configuration as such in the village that Li Xiaoqin ventures to carry 
out the scheme of seduction.   
 Specially, Li Xiaoqin fully employs the male-centered gender reality 
in her advancement of seduction. Seduction, in Baudrillard‘s notion, ―never 
belongs to the order of nature, but that of artifice—never to the order of 
energy, but that of signs and rituals.‖146 Indeed, Li plays out the game of 
seduction through entering the rituals of gender relations. She does not 
personify herself as a rebel against the male-centered society, but instead 
performs the female role according to the local gender codes. Acting as a 
vulnerable female educated youth, she approaches to Yang Xuguo seeking 
for his favor so as to gain the chance to return to the city. This immediately 
arouses Yang‘s sympathy over her. In addition to the passive self-portrayal, 
she fully caters to Yang‘s gaze at her body. As she mentions her hard work 
in the production team, Li wittingly shows Yang her once injured but 
nonetheless bright and clean lower leg. She further indicates her willingness 
to commit her body to Yang through pledging the old Chinese saying ―A 
                                                          
146 Jean Baudrillard, Seduction. Trans. Brian Singer. New York: St. Martin‘s Press, 
1990. P .2. 
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drop received in need will be repaid with whole river.‖ In other words, she 
would like to trade Yang‘s recommendation (a drop) with herself (whole 
river). By positioning herself in a submissive position and as an object of 
desire, Li takes the initiative and manages to excite Yang‘s interest. 
Although Yang dithers at times, Li spurs him to assume the quintessential 
role of a man. In order to prove himself a real man, Yang has to conquer Li 
sexually. But as soon as he succeeds in doing so, he violates the moral codes 
and thereof falls into her snare. Li is the director-cum-performer of this 
scheme. She dominates the relationship precisely through submitting to her 
gender role.  
 Not only does she portray herself as a vulnerable woman, Li Xiaoqin 
assumes another quintessential women role as an indomitable victim. Li‘s 
plan stumbles in spite of her artful orchestration. The patriarch, Old Yang, 
makes the final say and gives the opportunity to Little Yang, the new 
member of the Yang family. This outcome in part owes to Li‘s under-
estimation of the patriarchal power. To their surprise, Li takes another 
classical role of women who are brave to react against oppression. She 
makes a potent counterattack against the patriarch and Yang Xuguo. She 
issues a charge of Yang Xuguo‘s rape of her. Yang loses his post, is thrown 
into prison, and becomes the target of public denouncement. In this round, 
they underestimate Li, presuming that she would be mute about the affair 
out of a sense of shame.  
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 Li Xiaoqin‘s multiple role-playing manifests the ambivalent 
coexistence of different definitions for women. Women are sexless laborers 
who are needed for China‘s development. However their work performance 
seldom contributes to the promotion of their social status. Knowing that 
good work will not bring her any advantage, Li resorts to two conventional 
female roles: a vulnerable, helpless, fair woman; and an unyielding woman 
in face of voice. Her playing of the duo female roles brings Yang to heel. 
Through such a nuanced and twisted imitation of gender reality, Wang Anyi 
ridicules the gender structure in the Communist regime, which is much like 
the new wine in old bottles. That women hold up half the sky, a founding 
myth of new China,147 is only true with regard to women‘s massive 
participation in the work force. As Tonglin Lu contends, women labor ―has 
not only been encouraged by the party but also become compulsory for 
ideological and economic reasons‖148.  Stripped off its ideological and 
economic rhetoric, the so-called gender equality is largely invalid before the 
traditional gender codes.  
The county leaders‘ way of solving Li‘s mishap further testifies to the 
unreliability of ideology. Li has placed her hope on the party to rescue her 
from the hand of the Yangs. But, rather than allow Li to come back the 
city/home, the countyleaders only offer her to settle in a better-off village so 
                                                          
147 The slogan of emancipating women has been used to portray the Communist 
party‘s image as the savior of the oppressed so as to secure its ideological power. 
148 Tonglin Lü, ―Introduction‖ to Gender and Sexuality in Twentieth-Century Chinese 
Literature and Society. Ed. Tonglin Lü. Albany: Sate University of New York press, 
1993. p.4.   
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as to keep appropriating her labor. Her dream of returning to the city thus 
irretrievably collapses. Yet she has paid her virginity and reputation, 
arguably the most precious for a woman, for it.  
A Century on a Hillock is an ironic mimicry of the ill-fate of female 
educated youth during the sent-down movement. In his notion of mimicry, 
Homi Bhabha argues that there is always an ―excess‖ in the cultural 
imitation. This mimicry not merely revives the dominant discourse but 
creates new identity of its subject.149 The multiple twists can be seen as the 
excess in Wang Anyi‘s mimetic writing through which she lays bare the 
mottled, ambivalent, and fractured gender situation of Maoist China and 
challenges the Communist claim of gender equality. What arises from the 
broken Communistic gender narrative is Wang Anyi‘s effort of redefining 
gender and sexuality. It turns out that Li‘s adventures and frustrations in her 
pursuit of returning to the city serves as excuse to awake and fulfill her 
sexual desire. She gradually deviates from her original goal. Instead of 
accepting the county‘s offer to move to a relatively affluent village, Li insists 
on going to the faraway and isolated hillock. By doing so she separates 
herself from the prescribed social roles. The mise-en-scène thence completely 
fades away. In her shabby adobe on the hillock, Li and Yang commit 
themselves to sexuality alone. The question is: How does Wang Anyi 
transform the sexual encounters between Li and Yang from an artifice to a 
manifestation of human desire in its own right?  In what follows, I shall 
                                                          
149 Refer to Homi Bhabha, ―Of mimicry and man: The ambivalence of colonial 
discourse,‖ in The Location of Culture.  Routledge, 1994. p.85-92. 
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examine the ways in which Wang Anyi reverses the value system, 
foregrounds the dominancy of physical desire, and strikes a balance in 
gender relations.   
 
********** 
De-socializing Sexuality, Revising Gender Relations 
 The relationship between Li and Yang is built upon physical 
attraction from its very outset. It starts in the manners of self-fetishization 
and fetishism. On the one hand, as part of her crafty plot, Li plays to be a 
sexual object so as to arouse Yang‘s desire. On the other hand, rather than 
Eros, Yang‘s attraction to Li rests straightly on her physical body. Upon their 
first encounter, Li Xiaoqin was caught by Yang‘s fetishistic gaze,  
At dust, the contours of her cheeks, neck, and shoulders appear 
exceptionally soft, making one‘s heart melt. She sobs a while, and 
then lifts her hands to wipe off the tears on her face. Her plump little 
hands are like those of infants, very lovely. 150 
 
Like a fetish, Li is seen through her body parts: cheeks, neck, shoulders, and 
hands. Yang‘s fetishization of Li later is pinned down to her leg. When Li 
Xiaoqin recalls her suffering of smallpox during her years in the village, she 
―pulls up her trouser leg, exposing her firm and white calf that has a scar on 
it. The skin is as bright as a mirror, covered with fine curly hair. Yang Xuguo 
                                                          
150 Wang Anyi, A Century on a Hillock (Gangshang de shiji 崗上的世紀). From Wang 
Anyi Zixuanji II (An Anthology of Wang Anyi‘s Works II). Beijing: Zuojia 
chubanshe, 1996. . p.318-19.  
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gives a quick glance at it.‖ 151 In this encounter, nothing is more impressive 
to Yang than Li Xiaoqin‘s leg, the image of which lingers in his mind during 
his way back home. He thinks to himself: ―this student‘s calf is pretty 
full.‖152  
 Not only is Li Xiqoqin gazed by Yang, she gazes at him as well. Once 
she sets in motion the seduction plan, Li begins to securitize Yang. Her gaze 
provokes Yang, unnerves him, and complicates the power structure between 
them. One day during the lunch break of the farm work, Yang approaches to 
Li and asks her to join his family‘s meal. Instead of responding toYang, Li 
stares at him, which utterly disturbs the inviter:  
He is startled when he finds that a pair of jet-black eyes are staring at 
him under the wide brim of a straw hat. Setting her eyes 
unblinkingly on him, she then says slowly: ―Yang Xuguo, do not be 
afraid.‖ Yang Xuguo stands still there, the sun basking on his butch-
haired head. A thin layer of sweat seeps from his square-shaped 
forehead.153 
 
Li Xiaoqin‘s gaze endows her with power that Yang has not expected. She 
sees through Yang‘s fear that prevents him from developing further 
relationship with her. Her gaze pricks Yang‘s sense of masculinity. The 
mutual gaze between Yang and Li smashes the traditional perception of man 
and women through the dichotomy of subject vs. object, active vs. passive, 
and dominant vs. subordinate.  Instead, it strikes equilibrium in their 
relationship.  
                                                          
151 Ibid., p.319.   
152 Ibid.  
153 Ibid., p. 322. 
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 In addition to the mutual gaze, the equilibrium between Yang and Li 
has undergone a process of shaking off their social and practical burdens. 
Yang has to first overcome his anxiety over the social punishment/symbolic 
castration resulting from the illegal affair with Li. Yang has been refraining 
himself from the actual sexual contact with Li in awe of the power of the 
Communist Party. In his words, what if ―[I] am able to eat the lamb only end 
up being caught with a rammish odor all over?‖154 But such an anxiety is 
soon overridden by Li Xiaoqin‘s frequent provocations and is eased by the  
political power he holds— he is the head of the production team and the 
secretary of Communist Youth League Committee.  
The even greater baggage for Yang, I contend, is rather his 
psychological inferiority in front of the city girl. The novella acutely reveals 
the paradoxical coexistence of pride and fear that Yang Xuguo feels in his 
relationship with Li. More than a powerless girl, Li is an unfathomable 
figure who comes from the city, a completely different world to him. For 
Yang, Li‘s body looks like a mystery that puzzles him so much so that he 
doubts whether Li is a mortal being:  
[Yang Xuguo leads a group of women on the way back to the village 
from farm work.] Yang suddenly feels his waist poked hard by 
someone. As he is about to cry out in pain, he sees Li Xiaoqin passing 
him, walking airily, humming to herself, with her braids swaying 
like a rattle. The sunset glow exquisitely projects her fine-shaped 
stature. Yang Xuguo thinks to himself: How does this student grow 
into this shape? ... When it becomes darker, Li Xiaoqin turns into a 
                                                          
154 Ibid., p.324.  
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shade, shiny black. Her shoulders, arms, waist, and legs move 
rhythmically, like dancing. Yang Xuguo ponders again: Is this 
student a human being or a ghost? While deep in his thoughts, he all 
of sudden stumbles and almost falls. He manages to stand stead only 
after dashes several steps ahead, breaking out in cold sweat.155 
 
Yang simply cannot imagine how a woman can be so finely constructed. Li 
Xiaoqin is anyone but those countrywomen with whom he is keenly familiar. 
What Li embodies perhaps is not merely the city women but, more 
importantly, the city itself. Just as the city appears to be incomprehensible to 
Yang, it seems to him that Li is like a riddle, a ghost. The ingrained barrier 
between the city and the countryside stands in Yang‘s relationship with Li, 
bewildering and intimidating the countryman. 
 Yang‘s psychological dread of the city/the city girl is externalized in 
his physical impotence. It is perhaps not a coincidence that Yang‘s initial but 
failed sexual encounter with Li takes place on their way back from the city. 
Yang plans a trip to take Li Xiaoqin to the city, regarding it a superb 
opportunity to make his sexual advance eventually. But his uneasy stay in 
the city only intensifies his sense of fear. Li, on the contrary, is empowered 
by the city. When their passion finally breaks out in the wildness, the rural-
urban divide interferes in their sexual encounter. Wang Anyi describes:  
[Yang] catches her hand and does not let it go. He thinks to himself: 
what is this hand made of? How can it be so smooth and soft?  
[Li] feels her hand being pinched hard, she hates in heart: how come 
this hand is so coarse like tree bark? Alas, what a countryman!... 
                                                          
155 Ibid., p. 323. 
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[Yang] thinks: what kind of grain does this woman has been eating? 
How come her mouth smells so fragrant?  
[Li] thinks however: this man probably never brush his teeth. His 
mouth smells so bad! 
 
It seems to be rather an encounter of the two cultures than two sexes. The 
power structure built in the socio-territorial hierarchy hits Yang badly. He 
trembles and feels powerless before Li‘s body to the degree that he 
prostrates himself in the gesture of worshiping a goddess. He acts like ―an 
injured beast‖; all his strength and previous sexual experience become futile 
at this moment. Their sexal encounter ends with Yang‘s embarrassing 
inability to perform his role. For Yang, Li Xiaoqin is not merely a girl but a 
city girl. The city standing behind Li threatens and thwarted his masculinity.  
 Li Xiaoqin is even more caught into the barrier between the city and 
the countryside.  Sexuality is merely a means for her to obtain access to re-
entering the city. Compared with the city, Li regards the countryside as a 
foothold for temporary sojourn. Neither the antecedents the village nor the 
prospects of its development attracts her interest. It is for the goal of leaving 
the countryside that she ingratiates herself close to Yang Xuguo. In her 
original scheme, physical feelings and desires are largely irrelevant.  
 Ironically, Li Xiaoqin‘s sexual encounter with Yang awakes 
something dormant in her body; she transforms from a utilitarian who uses 
sexuality for other gains to a woman sensitive to the calls of her flesh. The 
rule of social norms gives way to that of nature. The first sexual encounter 
between Li and Yang takes place in an Edenic setting described to be 
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permeated by translucent moonlight and the odor of soil. The dreamlike 
construction of the scene separates Yang and Li from their social roles. It is a 
place devoid of the surveillance of the regulative apparatus. In her 
delineation of their sexuality, Wang uses extensively floral and animal 
metaphors. Li Xiaoqin is compared to a lamb, pure and innocent. She 
appears so harmonious with the setting that she has almost become part of 
nature. It writes,  
She is almost buried by the soil of the wilderness. Grass and flowers 
grow out through her legs and fingers, hairy and fuzzy. His body 
blocks the moonlight; she is virtually driven into an abyss of 
complete darkness. … She feels like crying but is choked. The mellow 
soil tenderly squeezes out from her fingers and legs. She somehow 
holds a flower in her mouth. 156  
 
This is an archetypal image of goddess of the earth. By infusing Li with 
nature, Wang Anyi nullifies her social roles and creates a moment of 
transgression. Li‘s naturalistic incarnation legitimizes the spontaneity and 
vitality of her carnal desires. It thus shields Li from being accused to be 
wanton. Li Xiaoqin finally immerses herself into the wild land and, in Wang 
Anyi‘s words, becomes ―a spirit/ghost of the earth‖. ―She sees her tomb 
already covered with green moss‖. The symbolic death of Li Xiaoqin 
proclaims the decease of her original functionalistic perception of sexuality 
and leads to a birth of her desire:  
She lies calmly in the weeds and flowers in the wildness; the dark silt 
sheds off from her white skin like quicksand. She is unscathed, 
                                                          
156 Ibid., p. 335. 
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looking at the sky tranquilly. Her mouth carries a smile. She is like a 
new born baby, raising her spotlessly white arms to wind around his 
shriveled body.     
 
Reborn from nature unfettered by the social norms, Li Xiaoqin regains her 
sensitivity to physical desires and begins to embrace sexual enjoyment. 
More than a rejuvenation of corporeal senses, the sexual encounter 
also empowers Li Xiaoqin in terms of both utterance and action. The 
awakened desire gives Li language to articulate her feelings. Yang‘s inability 
to gratify Li‘s sexual desire greatly disappoints her and arouses much 
resentment in her toward Yang. Her inner dissatisfaction is manifested in 
her scathing insults against Yang:  
―Are you a man?‖ laughs Li. 
―Have you ever married a wife?‖ laughs she.  
―Have you given life to a child?‖ laughs she again…. 
―Did someone else give life to your children for you?‖ laughs she 
once again.  
―I did not know how your Yang Village carries on the ancestral line 
until today!‖ She feels even more ridiculous.  
―In this case, you are not necessarily the son of you father.‖ She lifts 
her face and seriously thinks over it. Her mouth is bright red, 
betraying her insatiable desire.  
 
Here, Li Xiaoqin is particularly vocal in expressing her sexual desire. She 
verbalizes her discontent with Yang‘s impotence through blaspheming 
Yang‘s virility, his family, and his clan. Beneath her overbearing derision lies 
her mindfulness to her bodily feeling and her thirst for sexual gratification.  
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Li‘s revenge does not stop at verbal insults. She challenges Yang in action. 
While Yang circumvents Li to avoid humiliation about his unsatisfying 
sexual performance, Li confronts him face to face as seen in the following 
episode:  
At one point, he [Yang Xuguo] had fetched two buckets of water and 
was about to carry them back home with a shoulder pole. Li 
unexpectedly came up, seized the pole, and threw it to the ground. 
He lifted his eyes but found that she was looking at him with a 
sardonic smile on her face. He did not dare to look at her eyes. He 
swallowed the insult and bended to pick up the pole. She suddenly 
stepped her foot on his hand. He felt pain but did not even utter a 
sound. She ground on his hand so hard that he could hear the 
crunching sound from his finger bones.157  
 
It is discernable that Li has transported her unsatisfied desire to physical 
aggressiveness. Li Xiaoqin could have stopped after Yang had the sexual 
relationship with her and asked Yang for the recommendation letter. But 
instead she pursues further. Thus far, Li‘s sexual advance has turned from a 
scheme motivated by practical intention to a need driven by her bodily 
desires.   
Wang Anyi adopts a familiar story about the female educated 
youth‘s suffering of sexual violence, but remodels it to convey a radically 
different message. In scar literature, the female educated youth‘s misfortune 
is evoked to critique the evilness of the Cultural Revolution. One should 
note that such social criticism is carried out through the representation of 
                                                          
157 Ibid., p. 340. 
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woman wounded body that is, ironically, largely rendered silent. In other 
words, scar literature‘s condemnation of the society is built upon the 
exploitation of the female body. Wang Anyi gives voices to the female body, 
turning the traditional rape story to the liberation of female desire. Contrary 
to the insensible, muted victims, Li Xiaoqin is sensitive to, and articulate 
about her carnal feelings. Wang Anyi‘s writing thus constitutes a powerful 
defiance against the social oblivion of women‘s bodily experience.    
Sexuality rejuvenates both Yang Xuguo and Li Xiaoqin. Yang regains 
her masculine dignity on a winter night when he eventually gratifies Li‘s 
desire in a farm house. Thereafter, their sexual acts have taken on the 
transforming power.  Yang is transfigured from an ugly repulsive 
countryman to a decent virile man:  
She is like his life-endowing straw. After those nights with her, new 
flesh grows from his ribs; his shriveled skin regains its glow; his red 
and inflamed gums gradually turn to be healthy fresh-colored; even 
the bad breath in his mouth is gone. He feels like he has gone 
through a rebirth of himself.158     
 
Symmetrically, Li is able to enjoy the bodily pleasure:  
He is also like her life-giving water. Since the start of their 
clandestine affair, her body seems to have wakened up, feeling pain 
and ardent; her bones have become extraordinarily pliable, being 
able to bend and stretch; her skin and flesh are alive, capable of 
listening and speaking; her blood flows like singing, going up and 
then down, intense and then relaxant. 159 
 
                                                          
158 Ibid., p. 347. 
159 Ibid., p. 349. 
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The rejuvenating sex leads to their physical invigoration and rebirth.  
It is culturally significant that Wang Anyi gives the salvific power to 
sexuality. The Communist Party has been attributed itself to be the savior of 
the repressed Chinese people. As described in the White-haired Girl, only the 
new society founded by the Party has the capacity of transforming a ghost 
into a real human being. 160 By shifting the holder of salvific power from the 
Party/new China/new society to sexuality, Wang Anyi pungently 
challenges the dominant communist ideology and valorizes people‘s, 
especially women‘s, bodily needs that had long been disregarded.  
 
********** 
Aestheticizing the Rural, Articulating the Alternative 
One remarkable trait of Wang Anyi‘s writing of Li and Yang‘s 
sexuality is that she situates their sexual encounters in the exceedingly 
aestheticized rural landscape. 161  There are two distinctive worlds in the 
novella: the world of social reality and the world of sexuality. The latter is 
associated with more natural settings such as wilderness and remote village. 
                                                          
160 The White-Haired Girl is one of the most famous works of the communist 
propaganda since the 1950s. It has taken on such artistic forms as opera, ballet, film, 
and model play over time. Its story is a mixture of real life stories, local legends, and 
adaptations based on the communist ideology, depicting the misery suffered by 
local peasantry and the redeeming power of the CCP for their salvation. For a 
critical analysis of the genealogy of this story, please see Xiaobing Tang, Zai jiedu: 
Dazhong wenyi yu yishi xingtai (Rereading: The people‘s literature and art movement 
and its ideology). Hong Kong: Oxford University Press, 1993. 
161 Likewise, the first three tales of love and sexuality, i.e. Love on a Barren Mountain, 
Love in a Small Town, and Love of the Brocade Valley are all associated with a given 
locale as indicated in their titles. Locations seem to be of particular import for Wang 
Anyi to convey her ideas.  
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In this section, I would like to examine how Wang Anyi constructs an 
alternative realm of sexuality through aestheticizing the rural land.  
Li and Yang at first straddle the two worlds. In their world of 
sexuality, Yang swears a patricidal oath to combat with his father for Li‘s 
quota. Li vows not to leave Yang—even if she becomes a ghost she would 
come back to haunt him. However, their solemn pledges vanish into the air 
once they re-enter to the world of reality. Yang ends up not keeping his 
promise of recommending Li for the transfer. Sticking to her goal of leaving 
the village, Li reports Yang‘s sexual violation of her body. Both Yang and Li 
are torn apart by the forces from the two realms that are ruled by different 
laws. In the war of the two worlds, the practical factors of life seem to have 
managed to coerce its members to relinquish their bodily desires.   
 However, in the wake of all the happenings both of Li and Yang 
choose to reside in the world of sexuality. Instead of picking up a wealthier 
village, Li is determined to move to the secluded hillock. It is a place of 
around only twenty households, in the middle of nowhere. The village 
resembles that the Land of Peach Blossoms in which people knew little 
about the outside world.162 The villagers on the hillock ask Li out of intense 
curiosity about the life, food, and customs in the city and even about the 
                                                          
162 The Land of Peach Blossoms, or Taohuayuan (桃花源) in Chinese, is usually used 
to denote a utopia fairyland. The name derives from the well-known Chinese prose 
―A Portrait of Land of Peach Blossoms‖ (Taohuayuan ji 桃花源記) written by the 
famous poet Tao Yuanming during the Eastern Jin Dynasty (AD 317-420). It tells a 
story of a fisherman who stumbles upon a village characterized by its pastoral 
scenery, where people lived without a sense of history or the outside world, without 
exploitation or oppression, only peace and contentment. The fisherman eventually 
left to go home and never was able to find the place again.  
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Yang Village. It is such an unfamiliar space that even Li is confused about 
where she is. One might consider it as Li‘s self-exile in fear of the smothering 
social opinions toward a woman who has lost her virginity prior to marriage. 
But if Li had worried about people‘s defamation, she would have not lodged 
an accusation against Yang in the first place. Choosing to come to the remote 
hillock suggests rather an effort to pursue the dream land where she once 
enjoys galvanizing sex. The hillock is an actualization of the dream world, a 
land governed by desires. Not only Li, Yang also follows his desire coming 
to the hillock. He has been removed from office after his liaison with Li was 
exposed. Having experienced imprisonment, re-education through labor, 
and public humiliation, Yang ironically begins to value more of the physical 
needs. Missing Li so badly, Yang risks his life to see her. Dethroned, Yang is 
now a social outcast possessing no use value to Li. But it is under such 
circumstances that their sexuality is purified, untainted with any practical 
interest. 
 The title of the novella A Century on a Hillock refers exactly to the 
seven days that Yang and Li spend together on the Hillock. If their first 
sexual encounter in the wildness serves as sexual enlightenment, their sex on 
the hillock grants them the opportunity to achieve sexual fulfillment. Wang 
Anyi constructs a utopic land where the charcters are free of fear and shame. 
The notions of time and space have both altered. Hiding in Li‘s place for 
seven days, Yang begins to lose track of time but instead defines time by his 
sensuous feelings. He regards the time of being together with Li as day and 
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that when Li is out to work as night. The notion of time has been changed to 
be something constituted by desire. Or else, time is no longer relevant. Space 
is also shifted to a psychological space. Li‘s small room is described as realm 
of nature filled with primitive passions. Natural items such as the petals of 
Huai blossoms and piles of taro slices are evoked to depict the sexual scenes. 
Under Wang Anyi‘s pen, the shabby cramped place has transformed into a 
vast pleasant arena for sex: 
They close their eyes. The summer mat turns into a patch of downy 
grassland interspersed with blooming red flowers. The sun basks the 
grassland, with only one cloud is raining. There is a rushing stream 
near the sky line toward which they roll together. The stream 
shimmers, bright and shiny. They feel so joyful from the bottom of 
their heart that they feel like to sing. They chase closely after the 
stream, rushing after it speedily. In the end, they plunge into it 
without any hesitation, and are submerged and whirled away by the 
waves instantaneously.  163 
  
The worn-out mat magically leads them into the green and the horizon. 
Suggestively, the rushing stream that Yang and Li delve into symbolizes the 
surging desire in their bodies. 
Following the lead of their desire, they discover a brave new world 
from which a new set of perception arises. The title A Century on a Hillock is 
of revealing significance. It is a combination of time and space that are 
defined by bodily experience. A century is the perpetuation of the seven 
days of passion, and the hillock marks a utopia for unconstrained sexuality. 
                                                          
163 Wang Anyi, A Century on a Hillock. p. 386. 
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Wang Anyi mentions that although the section set on the hillock only takes 
up one seventh length of the novella, the weight of the whole story rests in 
this part.164 Here, Wang constructs an alternative realm where passion 
dominates: 
Passion resembles tidal waves surging in their bodies. Their rhythms 
are so in tune like a seamless heavenly robe. They never mess a 
single beat and could reach a harmonious state effortlessly. Their 
passion lasts so long, never ebbing, with one tide always being 
higher than another. They are like two unfailing surfers, playing to 
their hearts‘ content. They are unhurried and unyielding, pushing 
toward the climax like singing. At the turbulent instant, they create a 
beatific century.165  
 
In this realm of passion, Yang and Li reach perfect harmony. Wang Anyi 
says: ―Leaving aside the class and economic factors, this is a world of men 
and women. I explore [in the novella] how the relationship between a man 
and a woman reach equilibrium in such a condition. ‖ 166 It appears to Wang 
that the pure unbounded sexuality makes possible the gender symmetry. 
The text celebrates the transcendent power of sexuality which fosters 
imagination, creativity, and vitality, transgresses the constraints of social 
norms, and reconciles gender relationship. 
Wang Anyi‘s portrayal of the agreeable rural land, however, does not 
necessarily suggest a pleasant memory of her years in the countryside. In 
                                                          
164  See Wang Anyi Talks, p. 40.   
165 Ibid., p.391. 
166 Wang Anyi, ―Da Qi Hong, Lin Zhou wen‖ (A conversation with Qi Hong and Lin 
Zhou答齐红、林舟问‖. In Wang Anyi Talks, p.81. 
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fact, she had been outspoken about her negative view of her sent-down 
experience:  
I was unlike those other educated youth. I had not been able to adapt 
to the lifestyle in the countryside throughout and to reach harmony 
with its culture. I felt depressed all along. It may have something to 
do with the place where I went. That was a village of ways and 
means in the Central Plain, which has very sophisticated local 
culture.167  
 
Different from Han Shaogong and many others, the image of the 
countryside is by no means memorable for Wang Anyi. She holds a deep 
grudge against the sent-down experience that, she believes, did little good to 
her growth. The unkind and calculative rural culture that Wang Anyi 
happened to encounter exacerbates her unease induced by the physical and 
psychological dislocation. The countryside can hardly be said as beautiful in 
Wang real life.  
 Yet, Wang Anyi also expresses her appreciation of the countryside. 
She says,  
                                                          
167 Wang Anyi says so in response to the interviewer Wang Xueying‘s citation of 
Han Shaogong‘s attitude toward his zhiqing life. In Wang Xueying‘s words, ―In his 
reminisce of the zhiqing experience, Han Shaogong found that the bygone life in the 
remote village frequently broke out from the bottom of rock stratum of memory, 
sneaked into today‘s dream, and froze in a distinctive image. Does the zhiqing life 
have long-range impact on you as well?‖ In the same interview, Wang Anyi also 
comments on some other zhiqing writers such as Shi Tiesheng, A Cheng, and Zhang 
Chengzhi whom she regards to hold relatively more positive views of the sent-
down experience. See Wang Anyi and Wang Xueying, ―Nongcun: yingxiangle wode 
shenmei fangshi—Wang Anyi tan zhiqing wenxue‖ (The countryside: It influences 
my way of aesthetic appreciation—Wang Anyi talks about the Educated Youth 
literature农村影响了我的审美方式—王安忆谈知青文学), in Wang Anyi Talks. 
Changsha: Hunan wenyi chubanshe, 2003. p.107. Originally published on Jiefang 
Ribao (Liberation Daily), September 2nd, 1998.  
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The countryside is a perceptual, aesthetic world, the soil soft and 
clean.  In every procedure from seeding, to growing and reaping the 
crop, our labor is very concrete and perceptible. It is an artistic 
process. The countryside is crucial to me as a writer, because it 
proffers me with an aesthetic and artistic mode. The countryside is 
the root for life. 168 
 
There seems to be a contradiction between Wang‘s aesthetic delineation of 
the rural life and her overt repulsion of her countryside experience. In fact, 
by characterizing the countryside as an ―aesthetic world,‖ Wang Anyi has 
replaced the everyday rural life with the abstraction/aestheticization of it. 
She expresses up-front, ―To me, the countryside does not mean how many 
novels with rural setting I will write; its significance lies in that it affects the 
way of my aesthetic appreciation.‖ 169 In another interview, Wang Anyi 
reiterates this view through comparing the urban life with that in the 
countryside:  
The modern urban life is too institutionalized and rigid; therefore 
people become increasingly conceptual and abstract. In contrast, the 
rural life is perceptual, more human, and of more aesthetic traits. It is 
very simple: the countryside inspires my view of aesthetics. ‖ 170  
 
                                                          
168 Wang Anyi and Wang Xueying, ―Nongcun: yingxiangle wode shenmei fangshi—
Wang Anyi tan zhiqing wenxue.‖ P.107. 
169 Ibid., p.108. 
170 Wang Anyi and Wang Xueying, ―Ganshou tudi de shenli—guanyu wentan he 
Wang Anyi jinqi chuangzuo de duihua‖ (Feeling the extraordinary power of the 
earth—A conversation about literature and Wang Anyi‘s recent works感受土地的神
力—關於文壇和王安憶近期創作的對話), in Wang Anyi Talks. p118.   
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It is clear that for Wang Anyi the countryside is rather an idea, an aesthetic 
mode than a concrete existence. The countryside is an exotic other from 
which Wang derives her aesthetic ideals.  
Wang Anyi‘s treatment of the countryside is thus reminiscent of that 
of the Western modernist writers such as D.H. Lawrence, James Joyce, and 
Thomas Hardy who created a distinct primitive land where human instincts 
are exalted. The modernist writers used liberation of sexuality to confront 
the dehumanizing effects of industrialization. It is held true that Wang 
Anyi‘s four tales were in part influenced by D.H. Lawrence‘s works. In 1983, 
Wang Anyi and her mother Ru Zhijuan were invited to Iowa City to attend 
the ―International Writing Program.‖ According to their collaborated 
travelogue Mother and Daughter travel together in America (munü tongyou 
meilijian) published in 1986, Wang Anyi watched Women in Love, a film 
adapted from D.H. Lawrence‘s work of the same title, and read his famous 
novel Lady Chatterley’s Lover during her four-month stay in the U.S.. The 
English writer D.H. Lawrence‘s work became Wang Anyi‘s source of 
inspiration as demonstrated in her own account and in her fiction writing. 171 
While limited value is there to validate the extent to which D. H. Lawrence 
                                                          
171 In her dairy, Wang Anyi writes, ―Women in Love is a film representative of 
Lawrence‘s philosophy. He believes that man is part of nature, and all human 
behaviors stem from human nature. Whatever behaviors done out of human nature 
should be respected and protected. He abominates modern industrial civilization, 
and thinks that it will undoubtedly alienate human nature. He describes man as the 
son of nature. But since man lives under specific social condition, there come 
tragedies.‖ In Wang Anyi and Ru Zhijuan, Munü tongyou meilijian (Mother and 
Daughter travel together in America母女同遊美利堅). Hong Kong, Sanlian shudian, 
1986. Pp. 248. 
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had influenced Wang Anyi‘s writing of sexuality, it is noteworthy that Wang 
Anyi seems to have followed the Western modernist mode of calling forth 
the vitality of the society via constructing an exotic world reined by physical 
desires.  
 In this light, Wang Anyi‘s ardent portrayal of sex is not only a 
rejuvenating dose to individuals (as discussed earlier) but also an antidote to 
the apathetic national psyche at large. Her celebration of sexuality defies the 
sexual repression and de-sexualization in the Mao‘s era. In the 1980s, the 
Maoist ideology still haunted and leftist campaigns such as the ―anti-
spiritual corruption‖ frequently cropped up. Although a decade has passed 
after the Cultural Revolution, the national psyche yet awaits a 
thoroughgoing liberation. Her brave depiction of sex breathes new life in 
post-Mao China. Sexuality that is associated with the aestheticized 
landscape constitutes a productive force for liberation and activation of the 
suppressed energy of the nation. Wang Anyi‘s writing of sexuality is double-
edged, pointing not only to the Maoist sexual annihilation but the mass 
culture‘s commercialization of sex. Written in the 1989, the threshold of 
China‘s transition to the market economy, A Century on the Hillock‘s 
acclamation of non-utilitarian sexuality fittingly denounces the tendency of 
commodifying sex and exploiting the surplus value out of it.  
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********** 
Conclusion  
This chapter has tried to examine the female zhiqing writer Wang 
Anyi‘s writing on girlhood and sexuality. I do not intend to claim Wang 
Anyi as the representative of the female zhiqing or female zhiqing writers. 
Wang Anyi‘s work does offer a gender perspective to look at the ziqing‘s 
rustication experience. I argued that the recurrent image of adolescent girls 
in Wang‘s work suggests Wang‘s attempt to reveal and redeem the female 
zhiqing‘s emotionally and physically wounded youth. I also contended that 
Wang‘s writing on sexuality that is stripped from metaphorical implications 
constructs an alternative value system in which the politics recedes, bodily 
senses revive, and gender reaches equibrium. If in the image of adolescent 
girls Wang Anyi dwells on the female zhiqing‘s bodily trauma, in the theme 
of sexuality she turns female zhiqing‘s bodily experience into a generative 
antidote to the apathetic national psyche. Wang Anyi‘s writing on zhiqing‘s 
body and sexuality not only accomplishes to make up for the lack of her 
generation but also defies sexual repression of Mao‘s era as well as sexual 
commodification in post-Mao China. 
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CHAPTER 4 
 
RETURN TO CORPOREALITY: HUNGER AND 
ENVIRONMENTAL CONSCIOUSNESS IN AH CHENG’S  
THE KING OF CHESS AND THE KING OF TREES 
 
 
Wang was so devout and meticulous about eating, I felt a 
bit sorry for the rice, which he gobbled down to the very 
last scrap—it was really a bit inhuman and 
brutal. …‗Here‘s a man who‘s only too clear about what 
hunger is, and he calls him a mental case. I don‘t like that.‘ 
—Ah Cheng172 
 
As we continued our work on the mountain, we‘d often 
stop and gaze across the landscape: we could see the huge 
trunk, scarred like a man who had fallen, and we could 
also see the patch of white flowers like bones exposed in 
dismembered limbs.  
                  —Ah Cheng173 
 
 The sent-down movement is usually understood as an extension of 
the class struggle campaign during the Cultural Revolution, which aimed to 
reform the thoughts and behaviors of the youth. But according to Thomas 
Bernstein, the central government had another major, if not equally 
important, goal in launching this movement: to make the urban youth 
contributors to the development of the countryside and the frontiers, which 
                                                          
172 Ah Cheng, The King of Chess 棋王, in The King of Trees. Trans. Bonnie S. McDougall. 
New York: New Directions Publishing Corporation. 2010.  P. 56. I use McDougall‘s 
translations for Ah Cheng‘s two novellas this chapter discusses. I do , however, 
make occasional changes of her translation with reference to the Chinese edition in 
Ah Cheng‘s Qiwang shuwang haiziwang 棋王樹王孩子王. Taipei:Xindi wenxue 
chubanshe, 1988.   
173 Ah Cheng, The King of Trees. In The King of Trees. P. 70 &71.  
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was deemed as part and parcel of the socialist modernization project. 174 
Most youth were rusticated to the countryside nearby their hometown to 
partake of the local agricultural production (e.g. in the cases of Han Shagong 
and Wang Anyi). But a large number of them were also sent to such remote 
border areas such as Inner Mongolia, Yunnan, Xinjiang, and Heilongjiang, 
where the educated youth were usually organized into military corps of 
production and became pioneers of the backwoods. Tasked with 
implementing a thorough socialist revolution, both ideologically and 
economically, the youth embarked on a journey wandering into remoteness.  
 The imagery of the frontier evokes contradictory sentiments: heroism 
and desolation. On the one hand, the frontier‘s primitive condition awaits 
ambitious undertaking driven by lofty aspirations. Thus, the educated youth 
found the chance to fulfill Mao‘s famous dictum, ―A vast land for mighty 
deeds‖.175 On the other hand, the bleak landscape inevitably reminded the 
students of political exiles in history, who were struck in isolation and 
despair. The feelings of individual zhiqing about the frontiers may vary and 
shift with time. However, if the villages within their provinces already 
astounded the youth, it would be little surprise that the youth sent to the 
frontier experienced a shock upon their encounter with the culturally, 
                                                          
174 Bernstein, Thomas P. Up to the Mountains and Down to the Villages: The Transfer of 
Youth from Urban to Rural China, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977. 
175 In Chinese, 廣闊天地, 大有作為. This expression came from Mao‘s comment on 
the article ―Dalizhuang xiang hezuohua guihua de jingyan‖ (A lesson from the 
collectivization plan of the Dalizhuang Village 大李莊鄉合作化規劃的經驗). 
Originated from Mao‘s words uttered in an unknown village in Henan province, 
this slogan unexpectedly exerted enormous influence on an entire generation of 
youth.  
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geographically, and ecologically alien Other. To them, the prairies, deserts, 
and forests represented a wondrous and mythical China. And at the same 
time, they also represented sparse habitation, meager cultivable land, and 
hence intense labor and food scarcity.  
 Ah Cheng (1949- ) was one of the sent-down youth rusticated to the 
border lands. It was an unrestful period for him from 1968 to 1979, during 
the years of which he was first sent to to Shanxi province, then to Inner 
Mongolia, and then to a farm in Yunnan, located in the southwest border 
area. There was an ironic combination of backgrounds that characterized the 
youth who were dispatched to these remote areas: some were fervent 
revolutionaries, while others were the otherwise apolitical children from 
families which had simply fallen into disfavor. Whereas the former chose to 
travel farther to exhibit their will-power to transform the primeval 
backwardness, going to the frontier for the latter resembled more of a 
coercive exile or, in some cases, a self-imposed exile. Ah Cheng belongs to 
the latter group. The son of a film critic who fell out of favor during the 
Cultural Revolution, Ah Cheng had little autonomy to determine his 
destination.  Instead, he was forced to endure an adversity brought about by 
his parents and their struggles. After 11 years of rustication, Ah Cheng 
returned to Beijing in 1979. He was originally an amateur painter of the 
―constellation school‖ (xingxing huapai)176 before his friends urged him to 
                                                          
176 ―Xingxing huapai,‖ or constellation school, was an avant-garde artistic group that 
came into being following the Cultural Revolution. Most of its members did not 
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turn his well-known gift for storytelling toward narrative fiction.177  
Eventually, he published his sensational debut novellas, the King of Chess 
(1984), the King of Trees (1985), and the King of Children (1985). Together, they 
were famously called the ―Three Kings‖ series (san wang xilie). (Originally 
he projected a series of eight kings, but ended up giving up the idea.) Ah 
Cheng confessed that his work registered his experience and reflection over 
his sent-down years.178   
 What from Ah Cheng‘s exile in the frontier is recast in the ―Three 
Kings‖ series?  I shall first briefly outline the three stories. The King of Chess 
paints a vivid picture of Wang Yisheng, a hunger-haunted educated youth 
who displayed a mastery of chess. The King of Trees recounts the conflict 
between a group of zhiqing who want to slash a giant tree and a local man, 
dubbed ―the Tree King‖ who strives to stop their efforts. The King of Children 
tells of a zhiqing teacher who challenges the norm of having students 
mechanically copy newspaper articles and instead endeavors to nurture 
students‘ creativity by encouraging students to express what they really 
                                                                                                                                                      
belong to any official artistic organization. In 1979, he held an unofficial exhibition 
outside the national art museum of China, and created a sensational effect with its 
defiant artistic expressions against the continued idolism of Mao and Mao‘s guiding 
artistic principle (―Art in service of workers, farmers, and soldiers‖). Ah Cheng was 
one of the organizers of the exhibition; however, his paintings were not well 
received.  
177 Ah Cheng‘s storytelling skill was first recognized by Li Tuo and Zheng Wanlong, 
who urged the transformation of his oral stories into written from.   
178 See Ah Cheng, Shi Shuqing, Xu Ke etc., ―Yu Ah Cheng dongla xiche—Xianggang 
jiushi niandai zazhi Ah Cheng Zuotanhui‖ (Casual talk with Ah Cheng—
Discussions on Ah Cheng‘s works held by Hong Kong. The Nineties periodical 與阿
城東拉西扯—香港《九十年代》雜誌阿城作品座談會 ). Available 
online at http://www.douban.com/group/topic/2377558/, last visited on May 28, 
2011.  
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think.  On their surfaces, the novellas touch upon three central aspects of 
Chinese cultural tradition: the literati and the refinement of taste, the 
harmony between nature and humanity, and the importance of formal 
education. In the context of the cultural fever in the 1980s, especially the 
wave of the root-searching movement, Ah Cheng‘s texts provided the critics, 
both domestic and foreign, with what seemed as testimonials of the revival 
of Chinese tradition.  
 The King of Chess became the most frequently discussed text, and its 
invocation of Taoism looms large in the reviews of it. Wang Meng, a famous 
writer and the Minister of Culture at the time,179 lent his unequivocal 
support to the novella, applauding its graceful rendition of the Chinese Way 
of chess and its reversing of the self-absorption that was, in his mind, so in 
vogue, especially in the scar literature. 180 Echoing its positive reception 
within China, oversea scholars also focused on the work‘s evocation of 
Chinese tradition, in particular Taoism, with which this novella significantly 
reconnects itself. One comment came from Michael Duke, who asserted that 
the way of chess symbolizes the spiritual heritage of traditional china. He 
wrote, ―[Wang Yisheng‘s] way of chess is presented as embracing the three 
teachings of Chinese philosophy—Taoism, Buddhism, and Confucianism—
as well as the fundamental concepts of Chinese cosmology—vital essence 
and principle—and thus to be a comprehensive symbol of the priceless 
                                                          
179 Wang resigned this position after the 1989 crackdown.  
180 See Wang Meng, ―Qieshuo Qiwang‖ (A commentary on The King of Chess 且說
《棋王》). Wenyibao 10 (1984): 53-55.  
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spiritual heritage of traditional China.‖181 Although a fruitful body of study, 
such scholarship on Ah Cheng‘s ―Three Kings‖ series itself borders on the 
symptom of the ―obsession with China,‖ to borrow C. T. Hsia‘s 
terminology.182 It is only that they are more intrigued by the rebirth of 
traditional China in the post-Mao era than China‘s humiliating past at the 
turn of 20th century. However, the question remains: In what sense does the 
―Three Kings‖ series deal with Ah Cheng‘s contemplation on his rustication 
in the rain forest in Yunnan? While acknowledging the traditional heritage 
carried in Ah Cheng‘s works, I would like to take up a different point of 
entry into the analysis. I propose to read the novellas in terms of zhiqing‘s 
physical collision with the Other of the frontier and its aesthetic aftermath.  
                                                          
181 Michael Duke, ―Two Chess Masters, One Chinese Way: A Comparison of Chang 
His-Kuo‘s and Chung Ah-ch‘eng‘s Chiwang.‖ Asian Culture Quarterly (winter): 57. 
Along this line, Theodore Hunters affirms that Ah Cheng achieves on two fronts. 
One is that he breaks down the standard political approaches to literature. Second, 
he participates in the reconstruction of a national self-consciousness after the 
Cultural Revolution by means of his re-assured awareness of Chinese tradition. Kam 
Louie takes a closer examination of the Chinese tradition in The King of Chess, and 
points out that Ah Cheng‘s writing presents only an ―abstracted‖ Chinese tradition. 
Nonetheless, his analysis still dwells one the concern of the cultural tradition in the 
text. David Wang draws critical attention to the genre renovation in Ah Cheng‘s 
works. He shows how Ah Cheng‘s writing re-connects to traditional Chinese 
literature and draws motifs and symbols from classical fiction. These scholarly 
pieces share interest in Ah Cheng‘s writing in relation to literary and philosophical 
traditions of China. See Theodor Hunters, ―Speaking of many things: food, kings 
and the national tradition in Ah Cheng‘s ‗The Chess King‘,‖ in Modern China, 14.4: 
388-418. Kam Louie, ―Short stories of Ah Cheng: Daoism, Confucianism, and Life,‖ 
in Australian Journal of Chinese Affairs 18: 1-13. David Wang, ―Tai Hou-ying, Feng 
Chi-Ts‘ai and Ah Cheng: Three Approaches to the Historical Novel,‖ in Asian 
Culture Quarterly 16, 2 (1988): 70-88.  
182 C. T. Hsia observes a palpable preoccupation of modern Chinese literature with 
the notion of ―China‖. He argues that virtually all modern Chinese writers are, in 
the final analysis, obsessed with the perplexing image of China as a nation afflicted 
with a spiritual disease in modern history. C. T. Hsia, ―Obsession with China: The 
Moral Burden of Modern Chinese Literature,‖ in A History of Modern Chinese Fiction, 
2nd ed. New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1971. P. 533-609.  
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 Specifically, this chapter will focus on two texts out of the ―Three 
Kings‖ series, namely, The King of Chess and The King of Trees.183 I wish to 
explore the sense of corporeality that Ah Cheng significantly highlights. 
There are two aspects of corporeality in Ah Cheng‘s works. One concerns 
the corporeal nature of the human body, which is foregrounded in light of 
zhiqings‘ experiences with hunger. By ―hunger,‖ I mean both hunger for food 
and hunger for love and sexuality. Although hunger was a ubiquitous 
experience for the zhiqing generation, it appeared to be more intense for 
those who were sent to the most remote of frontiers. In Yunnan, where Ah 
Cheng spent most of his sent-down years, 184 the sent-down youth were 
mainly assigned to cultivate wasteland and grow rubber trees for industrial 
purposes. Their labor had little to do with subsistence farming or harvesting. 
In the sterile land, hunger became a foundational component of the entire 
                                                          
183 My leaving out of The King of Children in the analysis of this chapter is primarily a 
consideration of the space limit. The King of Children is a nuanced novella worthy of 
discussion in full-length. One of the points concerning mechanical copying that I 
wish to make was elaborated in Han Shaogong‘s chapter. The students‘ copying of 
textbooks is analogous to Benyi‘s non-communicative language cited from Mao‘s 
speeches and writings. Lao Gan (the zhiqing teacher)‘s pedagogical turn breaks 
learning away from the political. Rey Chow discussed the paradoxical meaning of 
Chinese script in her discussion of Cheng Kaige‘s same-titled film adapted from the 
novella. She contends that the copying is set in tension between China‘s past and its 
socialist revolution. In her view, Chinese characters signify the burden of Chinese 
history, but given the fact that writing was turned into ―a pure machine for 
propaganda and thought control‖ by the Communist state, they also become part of 
the revolution discourse.  See Rey Chow, Primitive Passions. In a different context, 
Gary Xu further elaborates the act of copying. He observes that the mechanical 
copying is so much emphasized that it protrudes from the background into the 
foreground. One a further note, he suggests that the logic of copying in education 
mirrors the logic of Chinese globalization which is also based on mechanical 
borrowing of foreign methods. See Gary Xu, ―The Pedagogical as the Political: 
Ideology of Globalization and Zhang Yimou‘s Not One Less,‖ The Communication 
Review, 6:4 (December 2003), 327-340. 
184 Ah Cheng stayed in Yunnan for 10 years before his return to Beijing.  
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sent-down experience of the zhiqing, contributing to a sense of anxiety that 
was never alleviated. Coupled with hunger for food, there was also a 
yearning for (sexual) companionship, considering especially their physical 
dislocation and isolation in the seemingly forsaken region. I will examine 
these two levels of hunger as represented in the King of Chess and will 
illustrate how the novella‘s treatment of hunger revises the understanding of 
the Maoist corporeal-spiritual dichotomy. The other aspect of corporeality 
encompassed in Ah Cheng‘s writing is the corporeal body of nature which 
zhiqings met, worked on, and lived in. What distinguishes the frontier-goers 
from the agriculture-undertaking youths was their dramatically combative 
spirit toward the natural environment. Instead of attuning themselves to the 
usual agricultural patterns at work, they went to transform the pre-existing 
natural environment for economic good. In my reading of The King of Trees, I 
will explore the two-way directionality of influence between the youth and 
the environment. By this, I hope to call into attention the sprouting 
environmental consciousness originated out of the affray of the Mao‘s Word 
and the body of nature embodied by the giant tree. Together, this chapter 
aims to reveal the sense of corporeality of both human beings and that of 
nature stressed in Ah Cheng‘s works, which has been largely buried by a 
misguided focus on ―tradition.‖     
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********** 
The King of Chess: Almost Not a Chess Story  
 It is the perception that the novella concerns itself primarily with 
chess, or the way of chess, that a great number of scholars regard The King of 
Chess as a harbinger of the resurgence of Chinese civilization. For them, the 
protagonist Wang Yisheng stands as the very embodiment of the way of 
chess. A junior high school student from an impoverished family, Wang 
Yisheng has enjoyed a campus-wide fame for his remarkable skill in playing 
chess. Wang has been so obsessed with chess playing that he avails himself 
of every chance to enhance his skillfulness. His encounter with an old man 
who collects scrap paper for a living marks a crucial stage of progress in his 
chess artistry. An archetypal hermit figure, the paper collector imparts to 
Wang Yisheng a theory of chess playing that is imbued with Taoist thoughts 
such as Yin-Yang and ―Qi‖ (vital energy) etc. Therefore, Wang Yisheng‘s 
chess playing seems to bespeak a Taoist ancestry. The Taoist aura of his 
chess playing culminates in the marvelously depicted games in which Wang 
Yisheng alone contests simultaneously with the top nine chess players 
ranked through the district tournament, which Wang Yisheng unfortunately 
missed. Not long after eight of them are defeated by Wang, the winner of the 
tournament, an old man who has been playing blindfold chess with Wang in 
the distance, shows up and asks for an agreement to a draw. The sage-like 
man pours out his unqualified acclamation of Wang‘s art of chess, exalting 
him as a rare carrier of the ancient Chinese way of chess. Based on these 
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episodes, critics read The King of Chess as a story primarily about chess and 
Chinese traditional virtues.  They follow the tantalizing title with which Ah 
Cheng endows the novella, and they ―logically‖ conclude that Wang 
Yisheng is indeed ―the king of chess‖. 
 Although such a reading generates illuminating insights about the 
role tradition plays in post-Mao China, it fails to probe into the complexity 
of the text that Ah Cheng sophisticatedly encodes. I would like to suggest 
that ―the king of chess‖ is a wistful misnomer imposed upon Wang.  
Countering the the title of the novella, Wang Yisheng is nicknamed ―chess 
fool‖ (Qi daizi) throughout the narrative. He gains this name not so much 
because of his superior mastery of chess but because of his erratic obsession 
with chess playing. The fist-person narrator – ―I‖ – recounts various 
anecdotes and rumors about Wang Yisheng‘s weird behavior.  For example, 
during the Red Guards‘ nationwide networking (da chuanlian), Wang 
Yisheng joined the trip and set out every day mainly to observe and play 
chess matches. His fascination in chess games as well as his ability to transfix 
the onlookers‘ gaze to the chessboard unwittingly grants a pickpocket with 
opportunities to steal from those viewers.  The pickpocket hands him a 
commission once a while, and Wang accepts, having no idea about the secret 
collaboration he has engendered.  When arrested together with the 
pickpocket, Wang is simply confused about what is wrong with his just 
playing chess. Wang Yisheng‘s infatuation with chess seems to defy 
common sense. The I-narrator re-affirms Wang‘s quirky addiction upon 
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meeting him for the first time. On the train about to leave for their 
rustication destinations, students seize every minute to bid a farewell with 
their family, whereas Wang Yisheng repeatedly grabs the narrator to play 
chess, completely ignoring his sister who comes to send him off. ―Chess fool‖ 
seems to be a more pertinent name for Wang than ―the king of chess‖. In fact, 
even the old chess sage‘s lavish praise that almost successfully puffs Wang 
Yisheng up to the crown functions more as a shrewd excuse to ease the 
elder‘s self-embarrassment. Ah Cheng so explains this episode: 
―In The King of Chess…the old man speaks full of Tao and Zen, but for 
those of insights into the ways of the world it is easy to detect that he 
attempts to give a puff to the young man. And his real intention is to 
save his own face! I have met too many this type of person, who 
often comes to tap my shoulders and head. This is a trick in common 
use among the Chinese people. Their words are so exaggerated, just 
like ―the way of China‖ (zhonghua zhidao).185 
 
In a light-hearted manner, Ah Cheng deconstructs the credibility of the 
sage‘s words, and thereby the tenablility of Wang Yisheng‘s qualification for 
―the king of chess‖ who supposedly inherits the Chinese way of chess.  
 Scholars‘ rash conclusion about this novella‘s cultural signification, 
as I have briefly mentioned in the previous section, falls into an 
interpretative snare laid by their own wishful thinking. For domestic 
intellectuals, the novella‘s Taoist connotation looks to be perfectly supportive 
of their project of reconstructing Chinese national identity through 
                                                          
185 Ah Cheng, Xianhua xianshuo: Zhongguo shisu yu zhonggu xiaoshuo (Casual talks: 
Chinese secular life and Chinese novels 閒話閑說：中國世俗與中國小說). Beijing: 
Zuojia chubanshe. 1997. P. 29. 
  
156 
 
excavating tradition. This type of interpretation of the novella is itself 
illustrative of Chinese intellectuals‘ syndrome of anxiety. As to Western 
scholars who think similarly, the conspicuous Chinese elements match 
seamlessly with their pre-existing expectations stemming from an 
orientalistic reading. Ah Cheng‘s text thus becomes an ideal object for 
analysis in the transcultural scholarly practice. While the critique, domestic 
and international alike, spotlights chess, the art of chess, and the way of 
China, I would like to show how Ah Cheng and his text say otherwise.  
 What does playing chess mean to Wang Yisheng? Instead of reading 
it to be Wang‘s conscious cultivation of character, temperament, and 
metaphysical transcendence, I propose to understand Wang Yisheng‘s 
passion for chess as a means to transpose his anxiety over hunger.  Life has 
been tough to Wang Yisheng. His mother used to work in a brothel before 
Liberation, and she had him with a man who later disappears from their life. 
A manual laborer, his stepfather can barely sustain the family due to his 
waning health. The birth of his sister further strains the hardship of the 
household. His mother dies from constant overwork, and soon afterward his 
father starts drinking and gets abusive. Wang Yisheng sighs, ―It is not easy 
getting by.‖186 He gets interested in chess playing from an accidental reading 
of a chess book while working with his mother to fold the paper sheets of 
the book. This interest gradually develops into an irresistible habit. A saying 
about chess that Wang repetitively cites helps reveal the function of chess 
                                                          
186 Ah Cheng, The King of Chess, in The King of Trees. P. 67. 
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with regard to his life. Adapting from Cao Cao‘s famous line in ―A Short 
Song‖ (Duan ge xing), the line reads, ―How may one relieve grief? Only with 
the art of chess.‖ 187 Wang rectifies that the ―grief‖ to him has nothing to do 
with the literati‘s superfluous sentimentality. He has no such mentality 
whatsoever; ―grief‖ at most refers to the constraint of life. So he revises the 
line into ―How may one abolish the constraint of life? Only with the art of 
chess.‖ The ―constraint of life‖ denotes nothing but the material deficiency 
he suffers all along. Palpably, playing chess acts as a temporary repression 
and replacement of the distressing hardship of Wang‘s life. What is 
inadequate in life, he finds satisfaction in chess. Nearly in an escapist fashion, 
Wang Yisheng encloses himself within the world of chess, just like his father 
indulges in drinking. The mastery of chess also seems to proffer him a sense 
of power and control. But his pursuit of perfection in the art of chess 
ironically betrays the diminutive authority he possesses over life, i.e. the 
trying ordeals of daily life and the whimsical political environment. Just as 
the old paper collector comments incisively, ―There are only so many pieces 
in chess and the chess board is only so big; the principle is necessarily 
already the same, only strategies are different; you can keep the whole board 
in sight in chess, but there‘s too much do not know about in life.‖188  I would 
like to further suggest that chess is as much a mental refuge as an evidence 
of lack. The blank chess set, the only souvenir that Wang‘s mother leaves to 
                                                          
187 The original line in Cao Cao‘s poem was ―How may one relieve grief? Only with 
Du Kang.‖ Du Kang is a metonymy for wine. Italic is mine.   
188 Ah Cheng, The King of Chess, in The King of Trees. P. 76. 
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him, serves as a fitting symbol of the double meaning of chess. Unable to 
afford a new set, Wang‘s mother makes chess pieces out of old toothbrushes, 
polished but uncarved. The blankness of the pieces opens an inexhaustible 
space for self-immersion. Paradoxically, it is also a witness to and reminder 
of the unspeakable impoverishment of their life.   
 A way of escape, chess playing does not take up any superior place 
in Wang Yisheng‘s mind compared with eating, the most basic concern of 
daily life. In effect, chess invariably gives way to eating. Recognizing Wang‘s 
addiction to chess playing, people assume that he can go without eating. As 
the ―I‖ narrator‘s logic has it, ―When people are obsessed, eating isn‘t that 
important. People who get to the top cannot avoid this kind of idiocy.‖ 189 
However, to everyone‘s surprise, Wang Yisheng shakes his head and 
remarks that he is not like that. Between chess and food, his priority goes to 
the latter. The presence of food can easily drag him out of the realm of chess. 
The narrator observes, ―Whenever meals were served in the educated youth 
cars, it seemed to take his mind away from the game and he became a bit 
restless.‖190 In this light, far less than a steadfast cultural, philosophical, or 
spiritual quest, chess playing is simply a technique that can distract one‘s 
attention from alimentary destitution and the anxiety it causes. His mother‘s 
last words accentuated the material priority of their life: ―food comes first, 
chess second.‖191 Wang Yisheng‘s careful protection of the blank chess set, 
                                                          
189 Ibid., P. 67. 
190 Ibid., p.69. 
191 Ibid., p.86. 
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the living trace of his mother, speaks to his tacit agreement with his mother‘s 
pristine wisdom about life. Beneath the elegant façade of chess 
playing/Chinese tradition, there lies a miserable core of adversity. Like a 
deep-rooted disease, the experience of poverty lurks, surfaces, and claims its 
dominion.  
 
********** 
Hunger, a Lingering Palpitation 
 In the previous section, I deviated from the usual, symptomatic 
perception by scholars that The King of Trees concerns itself essentially with 
chess and with re-establishing a Chinese tradition that had been almost 
destroyed by the iconoclasm of the Cultural Revolution. I suggest instead 
that chess playing in the story operates as a desire for escape as well as a 
hopeless attempt to come to terms with destitution and misery.  It thus 
alarmingly reveals the compulsive demand and desire for supply of food, 
which I argue, lies in the kernel of the novella. In the present section, I shall 
look into the hidden core of eating compellingly engraved in the narrative. 
The destitution of life boils down to the singular rudimentary instinct for 
survival: to have the stomach filled.  
David Wang defines Ah Cheng‘s literary creation as thepursuit of a 
―secular novel‖ in which an autonomous civil space prevails. Although 
hinging his discussion primarily on Ah Cheng‘s artful rendition of secularity 
within ancient and modern Chinese literary traditions, Wang insightfully 
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foregrounds the earthly concern that permeates Ah Cheng‘s writing.192 With 
regard to The King of Chess in particular, Gang Yue‘s analysis of the piece in 
his monograph, The Mouth that Begs, remains a rare in-depth analysis of the 
text with respect to the theme of eating. Yue reads the novella as a reversed 
narrative in the post-Mao era, which highlights the necessity of aliment, 
against the grain of the revolutionary rhetoric in which physical hunger is 
dismissed and sublimated to a drive for revolution.193 Yue‘s separating the 
post-revolutionary discourse on eating from the revolutionary one, however, 
obliterates the intricate tie lurking beneath the apparent cleavage. Instead of 
reading Ah Cheng‘s earthly concern with corporeality as a calculated 
confrontation with the Maoist discourse, I propose that Ah Cheng‘s keen-
edged delineation of eating is indicative of a lingering sense of hunger that 
he and his generation endured during their childhood and adolescence. It is 
not eating per se but, I argue, the memory of hunger and the haunted anxiety 
over it that enables a corporeal consciousness. I will examine the eating-
narration in The King of Chess on three intimately linked aspects, namely, the 
behavioral, the interpretative, and the socio-biographical. Together, they 
manifest, articulate, and extend Ah Cheng‘s hunger complex.  
                                                          
192 David Wang, ―Shisu de jiyi—Ah Cheng lun‖ (The technique of secularity—A 
discussion on Ah Cheng 世俗的技藝—閒話阿城), in David Wang, Kua shiji fenghua—
dangdai xiaoshuo ershi jia (Flowering across the century—20 novelists in 
contemporary Chinese literature 跨世紀風華—當代小說二十家).Taipei: Maitian 
chubanshe, 2002. P.349-366. 
193 Gang Yue. The Mouth That Begs: Hunger, Cannibalism, and the Politics of Eating in 
Modern China. Duke University Press, 1999. 
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 Wang Yisheng‘s physical stature and his unusual mannerisms while 
eating are emblematic of an exceeding material desolation. On more than 
one occasion, the narrator calls readers‘ attention to Wang Yisheng‘s being a 
―skinny‖ guy. He is so thin to the degree that he seems to have no buttocks, 
only with the ―pants flapping‖.  If broad and protruding buttocks speak for 
a material opulence in the vocabulary of Chinese imagery, Wang Yisheng‘s 
lack of them is a marker of his long-term malnutrition.  It is almost like 
stagnation or even a negative growth that has caused his buttocks to shrink. 
Although there is no explicit detail mentioned about the hunger Wang 
suffers, the visual image of his build tells all. The continuous endurance of 
hunger is inscribed on his body. The frequent exposure to starvation excites 
and cultivates an instinct for survival skills. Owing to this, Wang Yisheng 
shows enormous interest in the concrete details concerning how the ―I‖ 
narrator has muddled through during the past two years since his parents 
died. It is as if the narrator‘s account would add to his own reserve of the 
means to sustain life. The narrator‘s special heed paid to Wang Yisheng‘s 
skinny physique testifies to the disquieting effect of this image. But what 
really brings the point home to the narrator is Wang Yisheng‘s mode of 
eating. Here I would like to quote at length a meticulously and dramatically 
written passage about Wang‘s manner:  
When his meal was served, he dove right onto the food, eating very 
fast, his Adam‘s apple bobbling up and down at each mouthful, the 
muscles on his face tensed up. Sometimes he stopped and very 
carefully, using the full length of his forefinger, pushed a few grains 
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of rice and oily globs of soup that were stuck on his face into his 
mouth. If a grain of rice fell onto his clothes, he instantly pressed it 
with his fingertip and popped it into his mouth. If it fell from his 
fingertip to the floor, he bent down to retrieve it, careful not to move 
his feet. If he happened to notice my gaze, he slowed down. When he 
finished eating, after licking his chopsticks clean, he filled up the 
lunchbox with hot water, sucked up the oily layer on top, and 
swallowed the rest in small sips with an air of having safely reached 
shore.194  
 
Wang Yisheng‘s lunch draws speechless attention from the narrator as well 
as the reader. One wonders how it would be to eat lunch in such a 
painstaking and scrupulous fashion. The narrator could not but be 
astonished by Wang‘s simultaneously ―devout‖ and ―brutal‖ attitude 
toward eating. I want to suggest that Wang‘s abnormal mannerisms form a 
sounding echo to as well as a consequence of the unnaturally prolonged 
dearth of food as induced by natural, political, or perhaps, natural-cum-
political disasters. Food is the most foundational of resources; therefore, its 
presence, and lack, can incur awe within people as much as it can engender 
horror. Wang Yiseng‘s eccentric way of eating is a trace that hunger or the 
memory of hunger leaves on the body.    
It is worth taking a closer look at Wang Yisheng‘s rigorously 
conducted mode of eating. It seems that he musters up every ounce of life 
energy to perform a divine ritual. This behavioral form is reminiscent of the 
―yiku‖ (recalling past miseries) practice in orality during the revolutionary 
                                                          
194 Ah Cheng, The King of Chess, in The King of Trees. P. 69. 
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period. The peasants recollected their sufferings in the old society at the 
―yiku‖ gatherings. In a similar solemn posture, though, taking on a verbal 
format, they devote themselves to recounting the past. (Of course, the 
practice was aimed to reinforce the notion of the Communist party as the 
people‘s savior.) However, due to the publicity of ―yiku‖ act, it easily turns 
the traumatic remembrance into a theatrical performance, with a set 
narrative pattern, ardent performers, and audience. Akin to the peasants‘ 
―yiku,‖ Wang Yisheng‘s dramatic mode of eating can be seen as a continued, 
perhaps unconscious, reenactment of the hunger situation. I would argue 
that Wang Yisheng‘s pious manner in eating remains divergent from the 
performative undertaking of ―yiku‖. Wang‘s eating re-inscribes— neither 
dismisses nor entertains, as does ―yiku‖— the anxiety of hunger. The 
narrator‘s studious observation of Wang‘s entire eating process is suggestive 
of a subtle change of attitude taking place within the narrator. It ought to be 
noted that in their earlier conversation the narrator was reluctant to detail 
those agonizing days of starvation regardless of Wang Yisheng‘s 
considerable appeal to it. But here, the narrator is engrossed in looking so 
earnestly, making one suspect that he may have followed the rhythm of 
Wang‘s eating and engaged himself in it imaginatively as well. Wang‘s 
manifested hunger instinct and piety toward eating forms a counter-image 
of the hunger-free and food-repulsive revolutionaries as unmistakably 
demonstrated in model operas (yangban xi).  By highlighting eating, refused 
and invisible in the familiar political trope, the text challenges the status of 
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the master narrative of hunger and emphasizes eating as a fleshly experience.  
In this regard, it is Wang‘s perpetually reenacted eating mannerisms, as 
induced by the legacy of persistent hunger, that brings forth the post-Mao 
corporeal sensibility.  
 The new narrative of eating not only arises from Wang Yisheng‘s 
reverent mannerisms but also from his rigorous definition of eating itself. 
Ah Cheng writes of a lengthy dispute between Wang and the narrator 
concerning their suggestively disparate readings of some stories about 
eating. I would suggest that behind the interpretive disagreement lies a 
contest between two sets of knowledge systems. Watching Wang eat 
reminds the narrator of Jack London‘s story, ―Love of Life,‖ and he tells it to 
Wang. Wang is immediately enthralled by the story: ―He stopped drinking, 
leaving the lunchbox level with his mouth, and listened to me without 
moving a muscle.‖195 But Wang finds it outrageously mean that Jack London 
calls the character ―a mental case.‖ Wang defends the character‘s neurotic 
fear of losing food, asserting him to be a man who is clear about hunger. 
Frustrated by Wang‘s ―misreading,‖ the narrator clarifies that the story 
really is not about eating but about life. The American writer Jack London 
enjoyed a superlative reputation in Communist literature. It is said that 
Lenin was reading his ―Love of Life‖ and extoled the virtues of story on his 
deathbed. The novel was thus widely received by Chinese readers as a 
heroic ode celebrating life. While the narrator sees the story as a spiritual 
                                                          
195 Ibid., p.70. 
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triumph, Wang Yisheng sets his eyes on the physical trials and tribulations, 
in particular, hunger. Wang derives his reading from a vicarious concern 
about human body as flesh and blood as opposed to the ideological 
elevation of spirituality. He thus reinstitutes the absolute materiality of 
eating.  
 Wang Yisheng‘s theory about eating is further unfolded through his 
stubborn discrimination of eating (chi) from greed/gluttonous desire (chan). 
In his definition, the matters of eating are simply linked with the basic 
human drive for food, and any demand that goes beyond filling the stomach 
originates from greedy desire. Contrary to the narrator‘s reading, Balzac‘s 
Cousin Pons, in Wang‘s sight, is not a story about eating; it is rather by its 
very nature about greed. What is at stake that Wang Yisheng makes such a 
rigid distinction between eating and greed? His explicit disdain of greed, at 
first glimpse, seems a case of sour grapes. A hunger-stricken youth, Wang 
has no ability to appreciate any aspects of food, such as taste, other than the 
most basic fact of food‘s capacity to relieve hunger. Yet I would argue that 
his plain insight in eating relates to more than an individual concern with 
the gap of living standard. I want to emphasize that, beneath the distinction 
between eating and greed, there is a deeper viewpoint that addresses to the 
problem of allegorizing eating. Here the Lacanian-Zizekian notion of ―desire‖ 
is useful for shedding light on Wang‘s position. Lacan distinguishes ―desire‖ 
from ―need‖. While ―need‖ is purely a biological concept, an instinct that 
one articulates in demand, desire is an insatiable leftover that results from the 
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split between need and demand.196  In contrast with need, which is an 
intermittent tension arising for organic reasons, desire is a constant pressure 
that, in Zizek‘s words, ―is not to realize its goal, to find full satisfaction, but 
to reproduce itself as desire.‖ 197 This pressure, as Lacan reminds us, is 
already conditioned by the Other or the symbolic order, represented by 
language, law, institutions, ideology, and so forth. (As Lacan‘s famously 
puts it, one‘s desire is the desire of the Other.) This informs how ideology 
works—to create desires and reinforce them via multiple cultural and 
political means. As such, there arise subjects who perpetually harbor the 
desires that the Other constructs in them. With regard to revolutionary 
ideology, it was to generate a collective desire for a communist utopia, 
whose unattainability (at least within the short term) paradoxically 
reproduced within itself the desire for itself. Wang‘s de facto stance against 
greed (chan) takes issue with the revolutionary discourse, in which 
greed/insatiable desire enables as well as empowers the agenda of political 
sublimation at the expense of one‘s biological needs. In other words, greed is 
                                                          
196 For Lacan, the reason for a spilt between demand and need lies in the fact 
that as the infant articulates his need in demand, something else is 
introduced: a demand for love. In this sense, every demand is not only an 
articulation of need but also a plea for unconditional love. Now, although 
the other to whom the demand is addressed (in the first instance, the mother) 
may be able to satisfy the infant‘s need, she is never in a position to answer 
the demand for love unconditionally, because she too is divided. Desire is 
the difference that comes from subtraction of need from demand. See 
Jacques Lacan, ―The Signification of the Phallus,‖ in Ecrits. New York; 
London: W.W. Norton & Company. p. 575-584.  
197 Slavoj Zizek, The Plague of Fantasies. London; New York: Verso, 1997. P. 39.  
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often channeled toward an exalted revolutionary spirituality. For instance, it 
is by virtue of the logic of desire that the revolutionary hunger narrative 
takes shape: hunger is transformed into a desire for revolution more than a 
need for food. Wang Yisheng defies greed precisely due to the extra 
meanings added on to the original. The narrator reads Wang‘s story in 
which a wife of a better-off family saves a handful of rice each day as a 
didactic lesson that teaches children to be frugal. Contrastively, Wang insists 
on its being simply a story about eating. Wang Yisheng diverges from the 
narrator‘s allegorical reading, and instead opts for a literal and unmediated 
perception of eating, free from ideological manufacture.  
 In highlighting eating, Ah Cheng underlines a memory of hunger 
and a lingering fear of it. To varying degrees, hunger was a shared 
experience of Educated Youth during their childhood and adolescence, 
including Ah Cheng himself. The King of Chess can be read as a zhiqing 
writer‘s response to and, a reflection of, the prolonged malnutrition of their 
youth in the post-Mao era when the issue of eating remained problematic. I 
would like to further my discussion of the novella‘s treatment of eating in 
light of Ah Cheng‘s personal experience as well as the social circumstances 
with which he is in dialogue. Like many other sent-down youths, Ah Cheng 
grew up in the Communist regime of China. What appeared worse to him 
was his father‘s intellectual background that plagued the entire family‘s 
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situation.198 According to Zhu Wei‘s narration, Ah Cheng‘s father was 
labeled as a rightist when Ah Cheng was only seven. Following that, the 
family lived in poverty. The Cultural Revolution further extinguished Ah 
Cheng‘s supposed-to-be prime years of adolescence.199 One can find traces of 
Ah Cheng‘s own experience in his protagonist Wang Yisheng. Ah Cheng‘s 
rustication to the impoverished Shanxi village and later in the frontier 
sharpened his understanding of hunger and material scarcity. He mentions 
in an interview, ―I was first sent to Yanmen in Shanxi province. Life of 
Yanmen was really miserable. Soon after my arrival, I lived a life similar to 
the locals. I thought to myself: this is too bitter to stand. But at the same time 
I realized that those local peasants had lived there that way for 
generations.‖200 The even more extreme poverty fell onto Ah Cheng when he 
was in Inner Mongolia and Yunan. He started writing on the theme of eating 
during his early sent-down years. His ―Huican‖ (A Dinner Party) concerns 
how a politically obligatory mid-autumn festival dinner gathering 
debilitates the already poverty-stricken community in Inner Mongolia. A 
cluster of characters can be found in his works, who struggle desperately for 
food: the child-eating father in ―Chuiyan‖ (Smoke from Kitchen Chimneys), 
the wife who becomes a prostitute to make a living with her husband‘s 
consent in ―Qiutian‖ (Autumn), and so forth. Such inhuman actions, in Lu 
                                                          
198 Ah Cheng‘s father is the renowned film critic Zhong Dianfei (钟惦棐). 
199 Refer to Zhu Wei (朱偉), ―1984 nian de Ah Cheng‖ (Ah Cheng in 1984), in Zhu 
Wei, Youguan pinzhi. Beijing: Zuijiao chubanhe, 2005.  
200 See Ah Cheng, Shi Shuqing, Xu Ke etc., ―Yu Ah Cheng dongla xiche—Xianggang 
jiushi niandai zazhi Ah Cheng Zuotanhui‖. 
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Xun‘s language, would be the pernicious influence of the cannibalistic 
Chinese tradition. A victim and witness of hunger, Ah Cheng does not, too 
easily, pinpoint the culprit of it. Instead, he foregrounds the phenomenon of 
hunger afflicting millions of people in China. Casting a sympathetic light on 
the question of food and eating itself, Ah Cheng calls attention to the 
corporeal need that has long been ignored in Mao‘s era.      
 Not merely a retrospection of the past, The King of Chess manifests Ah 
Cheng‘s persistent concern with food in the post-Mao era. The novella 
engages itself with the present as it does with the ruinous past. Bearing the 
memory of the most brutal form of starvation, Ah Cheng is particularly alert 
to the possibility of a recurrence of it. The year the novel was written – 1984 
– is notable.  The entire 1980s in China marked itself with its oscillating 
ideology. The political arena was fraught with divisions, disputes, and 
antagonisms throughout. The leftist and rightist struggle later culminated in 
the Tian‘anmen Square massacre in 1989. Although economic reform in the 
city proceeded along in the early 1980s, the market situation was not stable. 
In 1984, there was an emerging inflation and price disorder. The social 
capriciousness unnerved Chinese people who had just pulled themselves 
out from revolutionary ruins. Palpably, Ah Cheng was disturbed by the 
unpredictable post-Mao reform which constantly reminding him of the not 
so distant memory of hunger. In his ―Yi xie hua‖ (A few words), published 
right after The King of Chess, Ah Cheng writes,  
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Food and clothes are of absolute importance to individuals as it is to 
the nation. But I am doubtful whether people have noticed that the 
issues of food and clothes have not been solved well in China. …If 
anyone, for sake of any purpose, decides to sacrifice our food and 
clothes, I and Wang Yishengs will certainly not allow it to happen. 201 
 
Indeed, the whimsical political and economic circumstances during the early 
reform period can easily provoke the sensitive nerve of the once hunger-
beset masses. Between the lines of The King of Chess lies the ultimate concern 
with eating and the fear of experiencing starvation once again.  
Not only reflective of the situation of the 1980s, the novella, I wish to 
suggest, speaks to contemporary China in the 21st century as well. In spite of 
the miraculously fast pace of China‘s economic development, poverty 
remains an uncircumventable issue facing China. I do not intend to negate 
the improved living conditions in the contemporary era. Instead, I would 
like to emphasize that there prevails a continuing logic that legitimizes 
ideological deprivation for sublimated purposes in current socio-political 
discourse. Similar to the revolutionary discourse which rationalizes 
corporeal suffering, seeing hunger as a necessary cause for revolution, the 
post-Mao neoliberal mode of development deems the poverty of some as a 
necessary cost for economic growth. A set of privileges have been given to 
the urban managerial class, i.e., the newly emerging middle class. The state-
middle class alliance results in the rampant prevalence of a 
developmentalistic rhetoric among social elites, prioritizing economic 
                                                          
201 Ah Cheng, ―Yi xie hua‖ (A few words一些話), in Zhong duan pian xiaoshuo xuan 
kan, 1984. No. 6.   
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interests over other social well-being such as equality.202 Wang Yisheng‘s 
distinction of ―eating‖ and ―gluttonous desire‖ also finds a contemporary 
reification. No longer a simple act that addresses human need, eating/food 
consumption been transformed into a label of social status. The blooming 
fancy catering industry registers such a rising middle class taste. Eating has 
become more intimately related to a contemporary anxiety over indigestion 
caused by excessive food consumption. The memory of hunger and the 
social reality of poverty have together faded into the historical background, 
like a social blind spot, as if they had never existed. Given this state of affairs, 
Ah Cheng‘s defiance against the marriage of desire and state ideology is 
thus alarmingly relevant.  
 
********** 
Homoerotic Liaison of Sent-down Youth 
I have sought, so far, to evoke a shifted reading of The King of Chess 
from being a story about the way of Chinese culture to an account of eating 
incurred by the memory of and continued anxiety over hunger. In addition 
to physical hunger, constitutive to Ah Cheng‘s artistic narrative of eating, 
                                                          
202  Xudong Zhang has discussed in detail the neoliberal discourse in post-socialist 
China, in which the middle class has allied itself with the state ruling ideology. 
Xudong Zhang, Postsocialism and Cultural Politics: China in the Last Decade of the 
Twentieth Century. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008. As to the issue of 
social inequality in China, I stumbled across a shocking figure concerning China‘s 
social security system. Given the large rural populations without health insurance, 
China ranked 188th out of 191 countries on the scale of ―the fairness of financial 
contribution to health care provision‖ according to the 2000 statistics of the World 
Health Organization. See Barry Naughton, The Chinese Economy: Transitions and 
Growth. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 2007. p. 123.  
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there remains another level of hunger embedded in the text. Ah Cheng 
actually offers a rare account of homo-eroticism that was still very much 
taboo in the early 1980s. In my own research, I have not seen any scholarly 
discussion in either Chinese or English of this aspect of the work. This 
unjustifiable neglect is, however, not unexpected, for two major reasons. 
First, homosexuality was in a forbidden subject during Mao‘s era and quite a 
few years after Mao. As Tze-lan Sang describes, ―In Mao‘s China, the 
category same-sex love was largely erased from the public arena, and it 
disappeared from the print media as well.‖203  It was not until the mid-1980s 
that some books on sexual psychology, sexual culture, sex education, and 
sexual behavior started to include sections dealing with homosexuality.  But 
in that context, it was usually presented as a type of sexual perversion. The 
literary representation of same-sex love and sexuality came about mostly in 
the 1990s. The hints of homo-eroticism in Ah Cheng‘s novella were 
unwittingly, or maybe wittingly, understood as a kind of intimacy within 
the category of friendship/revolutionary comradeship. Moreover, Ah Cheng 
wrote of the homo-erotic relationship with an exceedingly constrained and 
reserved language. This indirectness stems from both his succinct writing 
style and his internalized self-censorship for the sake of publication. After all, 
it was in 1984 when the CCP‘s grip on cultural production, especially sexual 
content, was yet tight and rigid. In his 1997 collection of informal essays, 
Xianhua xianshuo (Causal talks), Ah Cheng mentions that there exists the 
                                                          
203 Tze-lan Sang, The Emerging Lesbian: Female Same-Sex Desire in Modern China. 
Chicago: University of Chicago press. 2003. P. 163.  
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ingredient of romance in The King of Trees, which, unfortunately, has long 
been ignored and undeciphered.204 One internet surfer was utterly confused 
by this claim, questioning how a romance would be possible in a novella 
with barely any female characters. Obviously, this kind of view is contained 
within the heterosexual norm. In a recent radio interview, Ah Cheng made a 
more lucid mentioning, though as brief as a few words, of the same-sex 
relationship in The King of Trees in response to the reading gap.205 Despite the 
fact that his narrative encryption, as Ah Cheng himself admits, prevents an 
immediate association, I would suggest the interpretive hysteresis is not 
merely indicative of the pervasive heterosexual assumption but also an 
abstract knowledge and a hasty disposal of zhiqing experience. In this section, 
I will unveil the homo-erotic liaison cryptically coded by the author. By this, 
I aim not so much to verify the existence of a homo-erotic romance as to 
examine the ways in which Ah Cheng deals with the yet controversial topic 
as well as to investigate the implications of such a homo-erotic component in 
the novella.  
Under the disguise of the apparently contrastive views about 
eating/life lies a romantic love story between the narrator and Wang 
Yisheng. Characteristic of the romance narrative, the novella follows the 
lovers‘ initial encounter, intimate communication, lovesickness while being 
apart, reunion, and finally pledge of love. The relationship is initially 
                                                          
204 Ah Cheng, Xianhua xianshuo. P. 179.  
205 See http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WUDOVA9AsdE, last visited on June 
4th, 2011.  
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established based on a shared keenly-felt pain of hunger. The story opens 
with the scene in which thousands of youths who will be transported to toil 
in a place bordering another country were making farewells on the platform 
of the train station. Recently orphaned and homeless, the narrator was, 
contrary to most people on the platform, overcome with joy about the sent-
down opportunity, for it would allow him to earn twenty-odd yuan a month. 
Curiously enough, he finds a similar soul on the train—Wang Yisheng, who 
does not seem to be so dismayed about leaving home either. Wang Yisheng 
shares with the narrator, ―Where we‘re going there‘s something to eat. What 
a fuss, all their whining and bawling!‖206 An unnamed bond is built, not 
primarily upon their positive attitude about the impending dislocation but 
upon the strained life in the city they both would rather not face. Although, 
in their conversation, they disagree with each other on the nature of eating, 
their bodily ordeals of hunger help make reconciliations. The narrator 
acknowledges at one point, ―As our journey continued, I sensed a mutual 
trust growing between Wang Yisheng and me, thanks to our common 
experiences, though we still had doubts about each other.‖ 207 Such a 
sympathetic trust grows into an emotional intimacy. After a debate over Jack 
London‘s ―Love of Life,‖ the narration goes, ―perhaps because of an 
unhappy expression on my face, he [Wang] looked crushed. I felt a lump in 
my chest—after all, I was quite fond of him.‖208 The long journey seems 
                                                          
206 Ah Cheng, The King of Chess, in The King of Trees. P. 61. 
207 Ibid., p. 67 
208 Ibid., p.71.  
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rather short with intimate communication. There was reluctance to part 
upon their arrival. The narrator begs Wang, ―Don‘t forget our fellowship. 
Let‘s keep in touch—whether or not there‘s any special reason to.‖209    
Here I would like to highlight two episodes to illustrate Ah Cheng‘s 
artful sophistication in expressing the homo-erotic liaison between the 
narrator and Wang Yisheng. Working on a different branch farm other than 
where Wang Yisheng does, the narrator often thinks of him. Especially, 
when the pressure at work up in the mountains is at its peak, he is anxiously 
concerned about how Wang, such a skinny fellow, can cope with it. The 
narrator‘s secret longing for Wang is visually revealed by Ah Cheng via a 
cinematic technique— montage. On a summer day while the narrator is 
working on the mountain, he sees someone far off coming over. Everyone 
guesses it to be the female zhiqing Mao‘s boyfriend paying her a visit from 
another farm. Here follows the skillfully arranged scene:    
Mao dropped her mattock, rushed over, tripping over her own feet, 
and peered down. But before she has time to take a good look, I 
recognized Wang Yisheng, the chess fool. I let out such a shout the 
others jumped. ―Is it you he‘s looking for?‖ they asked. I was 
pleased.210  
 
Through a textual montage, the author successfully sets the liaison of the 
narrator and Wang Yisheng within the frame a romantic narrative. 
Coinciding with Mao‘s image, it is indeed ―I‖ who is expecting the 
boyfriend‘s visit. Given that Ah Cheng‘s father was a famous film critic and 
                                                          
209 Ibid., p.77. 
210 Ibid., p.79. Italics are mine.  
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that Ah Cheng had assisted his father in writing Dianying meixue (Film 
aesthetics) in 1979, it seems not surprising that he may well apply filmic 
language into a literary creation.211 Their reunion appears affectionate when 
the protagonists pout about it being so long overdue. The narrator lightly 
blames, ―why didn‘t you come see me before!‖ Wang Yisheng responded the 
same, ―you never came to see me either!‖ 212 Concealed in their light-hearted 
complaint, there stands a persistent yearning for each other.  
While the montage scene makes clear the romantic nature of their 
relationship, the narrator and Wang Yisheng‘s interaction during the heroic 
chess match testifies to their deep-seated mutual affinity. The novella 
reaches its narrative climax with Wang Yisheng‘s single-handed challenge of 
the nine chess experts. In a parallel fashion, the liaison of the lovers peaks 
and becomes ―officially‖ settled. The unmarked chess set, I want to show, 
becomes the token of their love. Compared with the gleaming chess set 
made out of ebony from Ni Bin, an educated youth from an upper-class 
family, Wang Yisheng‘s set is made of toothbrush fragments. Nonetheless, 
Wang regards it as a priceless family treasure embodying his mom‘s intense 
love, which he ―always guards with his life‖. After learning that Ni Bin has 
traded the ebony chess set, a hereditary possession of his family, for his own 
transfer to the city as well as for Wang‘s eligibility to play in the chess 
                                                          
211 Refer to Chen Xiaoming‘s introduction of Ah Cheng in Zhongguo dangdai wenxue 
zhuchao (Major trends in contemporary Chinese literature中國當代文學主潮). Beijing: 
Beijing daxue press, 2009. p. 326.  
212 Ah Cheng, The King of Chess, in The King of Trees. p. 79. 
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tournament, Wang Yisheng is gravely disturbed. What seems inconceivable 
to him is how a family treasure, monetarily valuable or not, can be given to 
others and even be used to make a deal. The supreme value Wang places on 
the blank chess set augments the significance of his entrusting it (inside his 
bag) to the narrator during his games. Aware of its import, the narrator 
treats the entrusting of the chess set as a solemn pledge of love. Ah Cheng 
lavishes his description on the following detail,  
I found myself reaching inside Wang Yisheng‘s bag. I groped about, 
then closed my fingers around a small bundle and drew it out. It was 
a small pouch made of old blue twill with a bat embroidered on it for 
luck. Each side was scalloped with very fine stitching. I took out one 
of the chess pieces, which was indeed tiny. In the sunlight it was 
translucent; like an eye, it stared at me tenderly. I clutched it in my 
hand.213   
 
In Chinese folk literature and culture, the transference of family treasures, 
especially those that carry personal and familial privacy, pledges an intense 
affection and often times an established relationship. So is the function of 
Wang Yisheng‘s passing the chess set to the narrator. Interestingly, it is 
through the narrator‘s eye that the features of the blank set of chess pieces 
are fully revealed. I would like to read this insider‘s view as a symbol of the 
narrator‘s invitation by, and entrance into, Wang‘s domestic world.214 The 
                                                          
213 Ibid., p.114. 
214 I was reminded of multiple details in The Dream of Red Chamber concerning the 
exchange of private gifts and the expressions of intimacy. Baoyu exchanges his silk 
waist band worn next to skin with Jiang Yuhan‘s one. It is indicative of a homo-
erotic affection in such a reciprocal interchange of private wear. Also similar to the 
narrator‘s seeing of Wang Yisheng‘s blank chess set, in The Dream of Red Chamber it is 
Baochai who gets to read carefully the inscriptions on the Baoyu‘s jade. And 
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eye-like chess pieces gazes at the narrator. Suggestively, the shinning surface 
of the chess pieces serve as a visual apparatus (similar to a mirror) that 
constitutes the narrator‘s sense of self, an invaluable treasure to Wang 
Yisheng. 
 Not limited to an affectionate romance, The King of Chess also 
discloses a same-sex desire of the educated youth, though written in an even 
more constrained fashion. In the text, the circulative gazes among the male 
educated youths, I will show, construct a sexual space for same-sex 
attractions. Seeing Wang Yisheng covered with dust all over after his long 
travel for the visit, the narrator carries back a bucket of hot water and urges 
him to take a bath. Via the narrator‘s eyes, we catch sight of Wang‘s bathing: 
―Wang Yisheng stripped down to his underpants and washed himself, 
breathing heavily.‖ 215 By virtue of his narrative power, the narrator stands 
as a voyeur, watching the nearly naked Wang Yisheng. Accompanied with 
the narrator‘s gaze is the projection of his sexual desire on Wang‘s body. The 
surturing of the narrator‘s voyeuristic gaze and Wang Yisheng‘s body 
unaware that gaze behavior formulates a narrative of desire. Such a 
                                                                                                                                                      
through her eyes, the reader gains the knowledge of it. Having access to, knowing, 
and being able to reveal Baoyu‘s privacy to a great degree prefigures Baochai‘s 
position in the inner sphere of Baoyu‘s life. Xiren (Aroma) is the other one who have 
the chance to read the words on Baoyu‘s jade as she assumes the task of taking care 
of Baiyu and his jade. Xiren is illiteracy prevents from getting the knowledge. 
Nonetheless her very exposure to it also wins her a place in Baoyu‘s domestic realm. 
The Dream of Red Chamber has been a recurrent work in Ah Cheng‘s discussion of 
classical Chinese literature. Although I do not want to make a hasty analysis of the 
influence in writing, it is legitimate to acknowledge Ah Cheng‘s keen awareness of 
the traditional way of expressing intimacy. 
215 Ah Cheng, The King of Chess, in The King of Trees. p. 80. 
  
179 
 
convergence, however, is cast not exclusively within the relationship 
between the narrator and Wang. Rather, it is shared among the narrator‘s 
cohorts on the farm. The communal bath seems to be a usual conduct of their 
daily life. After returning to their dorm from work, ―the team members shut 
the door, stripped off their underpants in sheer nude, and washed 
themselves from head to foot, cracking jokes about each other‘s bodies,‖ 216 
describes the narrator who again serves as the apparatus of watching.  In 
this enclosed, self-contained space, male gazes circulate and the power of 
seeing belongs to each team worker. Everyone is at once the subject and 
object of the gaze/the sexual desire. Although the novella does not spend a 
single word on actual sexual acts among men, due to obvious pressures of 
censorship, it nevertheless carves out a sensual space permeated by 
homosexual desire. In Mao‘s era when men and women became sexless 
laborers, especially when the female was transformed into impenetrable 
―iron girls‖ as I articulated in the previous chapter, the gender of the object 
of desire seems no longer particularly relevant. In this light, the same-sex 
desire can be seen as a byproduct of the attempt to obliterate gender 
throughout society. Yet the ideological effort to destroy gender differences 
did not stop the awareness-of-bodies from taking shape within individuals. 
In the novella, the painter that Wang Yisheng befriends helps evoke the 
educated youths‘ consciousness of their body. In another bathing scene that 
takes place in a river, the painter sketches in his notebook. Ah Cheng writes,  
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When I noticed this, I went over and stood beside him [the painter], 
looking over his shoulder. It turned out that he was sketching us in 
the nude. From his drawing I discovered that we boys actually 
looked remarkably strong, given our hard work up in the mountains 
every day. I couldn‘t repress a sigh of admiration. The others also 
gathered around to look, their bottoms flashing white.217 
 
Looking at the image in the painting, the narrator acquires a self-
consciousness and affirmation of his own mature body. So do the other 
educated youths. This is a defining moment of the boys‘ coming of age, 
marked by their sexual maturity. Tellingly, this transition occurs within the 
group of males. Immediately after his self-realization, the narrator shifts his 
vision to his fellows, fixing his eyes on their buttocks in the nude in 
particular. In this sequence, Ah Cheng again suggests to the reader that 
there arises a male-to-male sexual desire in the narrator and perhaps in the 
other characters as well.   
 I have analyzed Ah Cheng‘s dexterous employment of filmic and 
literary techniques that enables a narration of homo-erotic love and sexual 
desire of the educated youth. Although depicted in a constrained manner, 
the same-sex intimacy in the text has not come forth as a sexual perversion. 
Loving and being loved, though between two males, appear to be a natural 
yearning and follow a normal course of romance. The male gaze and sexual 
desire toward the same sex are likewise portrayed to be a spontaneous 
occurrence at the juncture of the youth‘s coming of age. I would like to argue 
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that Ah Cheng‘s inclusion of same-sex bonding in the novel is less an 
endeavor to argue for a homosexual identity against the heterosexual 
normality than an honest reflection upon the zhiqing‘s intense thirst for love 
and sexuality in their youth. I have avoided using the term ―homosexuality‖ 
for it often carries a strong implication of identity peculiarity. Instead of 
defending homosexual identity, Ah Cheng‘s writing concerns rather the 
declined, or at least undervalued, affective and sexual hunger that may find 
satisfaction in the same-sex relationship given particular circumstances. The 
affection-shattering campaigns that took place within households and 
schools during the Cultural Revolution bred millions of ruinous souls, 
depleted and wanting. Having grown up in such as a non-loving social 
environment, the educated youth were then sent to a collective exile. Those 
who went to the frontier farms endured a greater isolation, and thus a 
greater lack of and longing for intimacy. On the remote farms where male 
zhiqing make up the majority of laborers, and in a time when same-sex 
proximity may have been less inhibited than pre-marital male-female 
intimate relations were,218 it is little wonder that young men would become 
emotionally attached and physically close to those of the same sex. In the 
case of the romance between the narrator and Wang Yisheng, the lack of 
father figure in their life also relieves them from the pressure of the 
patriarchal norm of heterosexuality.  In sum, same-sex intimacy in The King 
of Chess reveals a different level of hunger, i.e. the emotional and the sexual, 
                                                          
218 Refer to Tze-Lan Sang, The Emerging Lesbian: Female Same-Sex Desire in Modern 
China. p.164-165. 
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which would otherwise be overwhelmed by the genderless and heterosexual 
discourses, the brotherhood narrative, and contemporary homosexual 
identity politics.  
 
********** 
The King of Trees: The Morning Sun’s Invasion 
 In discussing The King of Chess, I have foregrounded Ah Cheng‘s 
tactful reprise of the zhiqing‘s hunger for food and sexuality, which has been, 
or would be, otherwise omitted, erased, and rewritten in history. By 
emphasizing the pristine function of eating and same-sex eroticism, Ah 
Cheng runs counter to the discursive ideological and cultural practices that 
capitalize on re-processing of their significations for varied gains. Instead of 
the somatic ideology, in The King of Trees, Ah Cheng centers on the 
environmental ecology, addressing it through a double-layered framework 
in natural as well as in social domains. This novella about trees and material 
environment is, however, indivisible from an interrogation of the social 
ecology.   
 The story opens with a truck-load of educated youth arriving in a 
mountainous area in China‘s southwestern border region. They come to 
slash and burn the ―useless‖ trees in the tropical rain forests and replace 
them with ―useful‖ trees, which means remunerative, rubber trees. The 
deforestation is part of the massive socialist modernization project, paraded 
as ―conquering nature and developing the frontiers.‖ Significantly, what the 
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educated youth bring in is not simply a new set of economic values but 
Mao‘s ideological theory of social transformation, central to the tenet of 
which is to destroy the old and establish the new (pojiu lixin). In Mao‘s 
political rhetoric, the fate of China‘s transformation hinges on the resolution 
and endeavor of the youth. Mao expresses his expectation of the youth in 
this famous passage: ―The world is yours, as well as ours, but in the last 
analysis, it is yours. You young people are in the bloom of life, imbued with 
vitality, just like the sun at eight or nine in the morning. Our hope is placed 
on you.‖219  ―Morning sun,‖ hereafter, became a proud representation of 
China‘s youth. What is ironic is that, being the children of Mao, their 
appellation of ―morning sun‖ is tenable only under the beam of Mao, ―the 
sun of China.‖ During the Cultural Revolution, Mao‘s glimmering portrait 
was found in every corner of society, on the wall, in the office, and on the 
badges people wore. The chant of ―Red Is the East‖ that glorified Mao as the 
rising sun of China resounded obtrusively in China‘s public and private 
spaces.220 The youth were incorporated into the solar power under the 
condition that they orbit the giant sun—Chairman Mao. Metaphorically, the 
story can be read as the solar ideology‘s intrusion into the shadowy forest. 
Performing Mao‘s doctrine, the youth are indeed invaders who break in to 
                                                          
219 Mao Zedong, ―Talk at a meeting with Chinese students and trainees in Moscow,‖ 
November 17, 1957.  
220 The lyrics eulogize Mao and the Communist Party under his lead. It goes, ―red is 
the east, and rises the sun; China sees the rise of Mao Zedong. He strives for the 
welfare of the people, he is our great savior. ‖ During the Cultural Revolution, due 
to the fact that the author of China‘s national anthem, Tian Han, was politically 
condemned, ―Red Is the East,‖ to a great degree, substituted the position of  the 
national song ―March of the Volunteers.‖ 
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reform the mountains, and at the same time trample its time-honored 
ecology.   
 Li Li, one of the educated youths, fleshes out the image of ―morning 
sun‖ under the spell of Mao. He comes armed with a fine library of books 
packed in a crate. There is a yellow sun painted on the top of the crate, with 
rays fanning out. And written above the sun is Mao‘s memorable 
encouragement to the sent-down youth—―a vast land for mighty deeds‖. 
Within the heavy crate are all the political works of Mao, Lenin, Marx, 
Engels, and Lin Biao. A fervent ―morning sun‖ who harbors great leader 
phantasm, Li Li builds his faith on Mao and his political rhetoric.  ―Hope 
rests in us, and the future depends on our earnest down-to-earth 
endeavor,‖221 he asserts after displaying his book collection to everyone. 
And during the zhiqing‘s bonfire party on the first day of their arrival, Li 
announces to the team, ―Our life of combat is about to begin. Let‘s welcome 
it with songs.‖222  Looking closely, one is amazed by the shocking 
resemblance of his words and Mao‘s Word. In fact, Li constantly reiterates 
Mao‘s utterances throughout his stay on the farm so much so that he is 
turned into an empty political signifier. Instead of him speaking, he is 
spoken by the propagandist terms. His identification with and passion for 
the revolutionary ideology is thus essentially a speaking effect. In his 
repetitive speaking of, or being spoken by, the political slogans, he is made 
believe their absolute truthfulness. 
                                                          
221 Ah Cheng, The King of Trees, in the collection titled The King of Trees. P. 6. 
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 Li Li‘s ideological spirit spurs him to take action, and his target is the 
enormously gigantic tree standing solitarily on the top of a mountain. 
Although a ―useless‖ tree like the others, it had not been cut down since the 
natives believed that it had become a spirit. An avowed atheist, Li 
immediately finds fault in the local superstition. He educates them, ―The 
growth cycle of plants means that the new supersedes the old, it‘s a law of 
nature. So if something gets too big and too old, people believe it‘s a 
spirit.‖223 Despite the local leader‘s implicit opposition and the team 
members‘ reluctance, Li Li is determined to slash this mighty tree, what he 
labels, ―the king of trees‖.  In his view, doing away with the tree can achieve 
multiple goals practically and symbolically. Economically, cutting down the 
space-occupying colossus will allow more ―useful‖ trees to grow. 
Ideologically, it is also an implementation of Mao‘s ―Smashing the Four Olds‖ 
movement through throwing off the shackles of superstition. The greater 
ambition of Li‘s, however, is symbolic and lies in his struggling for the 
domination of the solar power. The tree, several stories tall, with branches 
spreading wide, forms a natural umbrella shading a massive area of earth. 
Meanwhile, this umbrella blocks the sunshine—a politically incorrect image. 
In this regard, getting rid of the tree is symbolically significant, for the sun, 
i.e., Mao and Maoist ideology, ought to be seen and prevail over the shade. 
The purpose of destroying the tree and the old truths is to instill the new, the 
revolutionary ideas. As Li puts it,  
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The point is to educate the peasants. In practical terms, old things 
must be destroyed. It does not matter, in the final analysis, whether 
we chop down the king of trees or not. However, once it falls, a 
concept will be destroyed. The superstition itself is a secondary 
consideration. What is most important is that in regard to any kind of 
construction, people‘s ideology should be totally renewed and 
cleansed. 224 
 
Therefore, Li Li‘s conquest of nature is, more importantly, a process of the 
conquest of the native people and their culture with ―modern‖ science and 
ideology, of the expansion of the solar power to override the uncontrolled 
primeval order.   
 Knotty Xiao, who turns out to be the real ―king of trees,‖ stands as a 
starkly contrastive figure next to Li Li, the embodiment of the speaking 
―morning sun‖. Knotty Xiao is a taciturn middle-aged man working on the 
farm. Whereas every single word of Li Li attempts to overwhelm other 
voices, Knotty Xiao is not heard even when he, though rarely, speaks. ―His 
voice was difficult to describe as he didn‘t say anything else … I was left 
wondering whether he had even said those words,‖225 says curiously the 
narrator concerning Xiao‘s quietness at one point. Knotty Xiao‘s silence 
renders himself to be unattended just like the mute nature. To a degree, Xiao 
seems to have faded to be part and parcel of the mountain. But at the same 
time, I want to argue, Xiao‘s reticence obstructs the violence of the political 
rhetoric. It is a gesture of refusing to become the speaking subject of 
                                                          
224 Ibid., p.43.  
225 Ibid., p. 9.  
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ideology. When Li Li expresses his heroic will to transform the 
backwardness of the indigenous people on the evening of the bonfire, 
Knotty Xiao stays away, enclosing himself under the moonlight. Indeed, 
Xiao lives in the shade where the solar power cannot hold. His hut, the 
narrator describes, is very dark even under the midday sun. Although 
contained in silence and dimness of the native setting, Knotty Xiao bursts to 
defend the colossal tree when it is about to be cut down. Pointing to his chest, 
Knotty Xiao asks Li to start chopping it from his body. By this, Xiao 
identifies himself with the tree, with nature, and with the rooted local 
ecology. To mutilate the tree is to dismember him. Xiao is adamant in 
sparing the tree as he sees it as an organic living being and ―witness to the 
work of the supreme God in Heaven‖226. But what revolution is about is 
exactly to eliminate the bearers of the old, otherwise the new could not 
emerge. Unable to prevent zhiqing‘s hacking and hewing, Knotty Xiao wanes 
away and dies soon after the tree‘s felling. In face of the morning sun‘s 
invasion endorsed by the ideology of revolution and productionism, Knotty 
Xiao‘s defiance appears too pale and impotent, but perhaps not.  
 
********** 
 A Narrative Turn: The Voice of the Muted   
 What complicates the ostensible conquest story is the I-narrator‘s 
voice. The I-narrator is one of the educated youths who were sent to reclaim 
                                                          
226 Ibid., p.46. 
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―wasteland‖ in the far-off borderland. But over the course of his narration, 
there emerges a shift of position, an altered eye toward the importance of 
indigenous places, and an articulation for the muted and the dispossessed. 
Unlike Li Li who is immediately bent on transforming the backward region 
upon his arrival, the narrator hesitates to draw a rash conclusion. ―All of 
sudden I realized that today‘s journey was nothing like the kind of rural 
labor that we had been sent out to do during school, and I had no idea what 
kind of a life was in store for us. The bonfire conjured up endless fantasies 
and mysterious possibilities,‖ thinks he. Here, the zhiqing‘s imposing will is 
supplanted by an openness to contingency. Leaving behind Li Li‘s heroic 
words on the bonfire gathering, the narrator walks away on an unnamed 
impulse and turns to glance at the dense forest under lunar light, awestruck 
by its misty and incandescent beauty. The narrator‘s vision averts the 
reader‘s eyes from the sparkling fire, the symbol of revolution,227 to the 
mountainous force.  
Within the corpus of zhiqing literature, there is no lack of works about 
the formidableness of nature. Kong Jiesheng‘s Wild Jungle (Da lin mang 
[1985]) is one of the most representative cases. Kong‘s story is set in a thick 
forest of Hainan island. A group of educated youths is tasked with 
traversing the wild jungle and prospecting its topography. Following the 
youths, the narrative leads one to enter a dangerously volatile labyrinth of 
                                                          
227 As seen in the revolutionary sayings such as ―China‘s revolutionary force was 
like a single spark which can start a prairie fire‖ (中國革命的力量如星星之火，可以
燎原), and ―The kindling of the red will pass on to generations‖ (紅色火種代代傳). 
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the forest. After five days‘ adventure, the youths only find themselves, 
uncannily, standing at the point where they had started from. Although 
awe-inspiring, the specter of the primitive environment is invoked in Kong‘s 
story primarily to highlight the futility of the zhiqing‘s undertaking during 
the sent-down movement at large. Ah Cheng‘s narrative heedfulness to the 
forest and the natives, I will show, has gone beyond the zhiqng‘s sense of 
self-pity. It communicates a self-interrogation and an emerging 
environmental consciousness.  
The novella accomplishes this communication through the I-
narrator‘s inter-subjective engagement with the natives and the tree. It is 
through his eyes that an alternative mode of thinking becomes visible. Ban 
Wang‘s discussion of The King of Trees also concerns itself with a ―framework 
of otherness and difference‖ in the text. But Wang focuses on the 
conspicuous portion of citations of ideological clichés and political slogans 
(mostly Li Li‘s language), which, he believes, create an ironic effect that 
constructs its own self-doubt and negativity, and hence gives way to other 
voices.228 Concurring with Wang in acknowledging the construction of an 
alternative discourse, my analysis, however, approaches it from a different 
angle. I emphasize the narrator’s articulation, which gives voice to that which 
otherwise cannot speak. I shall look to the narrator‘s interplays with Knotty 
Xiao, Six Claws (Xiao‘s son), and the enormous tree, respectively. I will 
                                                          
228 See Ban Wang‘s book chapter entitled ―Citation of Discourse and Ironical 
Debunking in Ah Cheng‘s Work,‖ in Ban Wang, Narrative Perspective and Irony in 
Selected Chines and American Fiction. Lewiston, New York: The Edwin Mellen Press, 
2002. p.49-64.  
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examine how the political notions are re-defined and how an environmental 
awareness emerges and evolves in the novella.  
 An alternate conception of power arises from the narrator‘s 
sympathetic account of Knotty Xiao, the low-profile king of trees. Short and 
reticent, Knotty Xiao is however a man of unparalleled strength. His first 
iron-grip handshake makes the narrator, and the other educated youths in 
the group, wince with pain. As the youths are still seeking more hands to 
help unload Li Li‘s chunky crate off the trailer, Knotty Xiao has already 
placed it onto his shoulder effortlessly and carried it into the hut, leaving 
everyone speechless. With this sight in mind, Li Li, gazing at his crate ―as if 
it was a monster,‖ sighs disturbingly, ―What a man! How much muscle has 
he?‖229 Here, an interesting displacement occurs, from the crate to a monster 
and then to Knotty Xiao. In Li‘s eyes, Xiao‘s muscle makes him border on a 
barbaric monster. But the narrator exposes the other side of Xiao‘s strength, 
i.e. his way of implementing physical power. His firewood chopping first 
arouses the narrator‘s interest. Unlike the youths who hack a huge log with 
brute force, yet in vain, Knotty Xiao follows the grain of the wood and is 
able to quickly divide it into pieces. Evocative of the master cook who cuts 
oxen along with its natural lines in Zhuangzi‘s well-known story, the 
narration reverses Xiao from a monster to a master of Tao. The secret skill of 
sharpening knives that Knotty Xiao imparts to the narrator, in the same vein, 
simply derives from a genuine grasp of the structure of the tree. For Xiao, 
                                                          
229 Ah Cheng, The King of Trees, in the collection titled The King of Trees. P. 5. 
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these matters are not about strength or skill per se, but stem from a due 
deference to the way of nature. Knotty Xiao deserves the names of the best 
logger and the king of trees because—and only because— he regards things 
as they are and recognizes their might instead of his own. The narrator‘s 
interaction with Xiao functions as a real re-education process which calls 
into (self)question the revolutionary abuse of power and fosters a sense of 
attunement to environment.  
The narrator‘s perception of ―the useful‖ and ―the useless‖, as 
conditioned by revolutionary indoctrination, is quietly challenged by a little 
child, Six Claws. Six Claws is so named for he was born with extra finger on 
his hand. In modern medical science, the extra finger is considered a 
deformity. It is a useless surplus. But for Six Claws, it is a plus; it signifies 
something special. At their fussy request, Six Claws shows his hand to the 
youths, with an air of indifference. The narrator depicts: 
[Six Claws] stretched out his hand palm down. As I had expected 
there was an extra finger next to his pinky. He stuck up the extra 
finger and made it curl around by itself. Then he clenched his fist, 
leaving the sixth finger free, stuck it up his nose, pulled it out again, 
and swiftly flicked away its catch. Someone dodged involuntarily 
and we all laughed.230 
 
Six Claws‘ flipping his nasal discharge with the extra finger constitutes a 
comic, profane take on the concept of ―usefulness.‖ Six Claws boasts, ―This 
finger works perfectly, it‘s not crippled. I‘m quicker at thatching than 
                                                          
230 Ibid., p.18. 
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anyone else.‖ The useless is, as a matter of fact, useful. The same logic 
applies to the gigantic tree, seemingly a fruitless waste. Again, one is 
reminded of Zhuangzi‘s parable about the big gnarled tree, which looks to 
be of little pragmatic value but can provide most pleasant shade for 
relaxation. Six Claws‘ taking pride in his ―deformed‖ and ―useless‖ body 
potently counteracts the modern scientific notion of health and practicality.  
Fond of Six Claws‘ elfish innocence, the narrator enters his otherwise 
unnoticed life, which gives rise to his greater skepticism of ready-made 
political slogans. A sight of Six Claws fascination with a supposedly ―useless‖ 
book triggers such a doubt. What rivets Six Claws‘ attention is a comic strip 
on a scene from the classical Chinese novel The Water Margin, where Song 
Jiang slays his wife. The book, however, remains incomplete with the first 
and last pages missing. It leaves Six Claws confused about the reason of such 
a murder. With the ―useless‖ Four Olds and the historical past being 
smashed, the revolutionary China resembles exactly the truncated comic 
strip, mesmerizing its people in the revolutionary cause alone. The book, 
classed as one of the Four Olds and disappeared in the city, ―seemed like a 
remote memory.‖ The narrator continues, ―all of a sudden, I felt the 
exhaustion of the past few years of revolution. The old story of murder was 
like an unhurried ballad, comforting people.‖231 While Li Li is possessed by 
the politically useful works enshrined in the divine crate, the I-narrator finds 
comfort in one of the Four Olds, something supposedly useless and even 
                                                          
231 Ibid., p. 36.  
  
193 
 
corruptive from the folk tradition. The narrator‘s putting a premium on the 
useless presents an antithesis to the Maoist ideological hierarchy.  
Exposed to the tree(s) and the workings of nature during his sojourn 
in the mountainous area, the narrator has grown an empathic awareness of 
vegetal plants as well as their ecological dwelling. Amidst their labor of 
felling trees, the eyes of the narrator and of some educated youths start to 
wander, discovering the beauty of the drifting clouds and the magnitude of 
the primeval universe. (None of these things, however, distracted Li Li in the 
slightest.) I have mentioned earlier Ah Cheng‘s frequent allusions to the 
Taoist wisdom of Zhuangzi. Yet it is not that he applies learned Taoist 
knowledge to interpret nature.232 On the contrary, the environment endows 
him with a thorough insight into Taoist philosophy. As Ah Cheng puts it:  
I could hardly understand the books of Tao and Zen before. But after 
I was rusticated, I encountered the real natural environment. Being 
there, my thinking was united with nature. Then I contemplated on 
Tao and Zen; and their true meaning suddenly dawned on me.233  
 
The sense of experiential union enables the author/narrator to view nature 
as a living ecology. In the narrator‘s sight, the mountain path appears like a 
human brain, capable of thinking; and under his hands, the tree is warm 
                                                          
232 Bettina Knapp‘s analysis of Ah Cheng‘s The King of Tree falls into this mode of 
thinking. Invoking concepts from Taoism, Confucianism, and Buddhism, Knapp 
tends to demonstrate Ah Cheng‘s efforts in bringing to life the essence of Chinese 
tradition in fictional writing. See a book chapter contributed by Knapp, ―A. Cheng‘s 
The King of the Trees: Exile and the Chinese Re-education Process,‖ in David Bevan. 
Ed. Literature and Exile. Amsterdam-Atlanta: Editions Rodopi B.V.,1990. P.91-106.  
233 Ah Cheng and Shi Shuqing, ―Yu Ah Cheng tan chan lun yi‖ (Discussing Zen and 
art with Ah Cheng 與阿城談禪論藝). Zhongguoshibao—Renjian fukan. July 19 & 
20,1987. 
  
194 
 
―like a beating heart‖.234  Such anthropomorphic depictions depart from the 
conception of nature as a sheer object in the socialist modernization 
discourse. The narrator gives the ancient tree vision and voice, and thus the 
power to stare and talk. When it falls, the tree cries out with pain. The 
narrator so describes:  
The great tree seemed to have lifted its foot but was still upright; it 
hadn‘t fallen, nor was there a sound. The sky grows dark, and the 
branches and leaves formed a single black shape, blank and 
motionless, as if stunned. For a moment I was mystified then I heard 
two snapping sounds, but when I looked, the tree was still 
motionless. Then came three more cracks, then a fourth, but the tree 
didn‘t tip; only the leaves trembled a little. …Time passed and there 
was still no movement form the tree—the great slash seemed to stare 
at us in the darkness like an eye. …All of sudden there was a rending 
crack as if the mountain were coughing. The crown of the tree slowly 
began to move…. As the crown moved faster and faster, leaves and 
twigs began to float down and the tree coughed as if gasping for 
breath. 235  
 
According a voice to the great tree is to shift the subject-object position, and 
to (re)tell a story about the Other from the point of view of nature and the 
native. It is out of such a conscientious articulation for the natural, and the 
silent that an environmental consciousness is born.   
 The King of Trees ends with a distinctively gloomy landscape. There 
remains a huge trunk ―scarred like man who had fallen‖ 236 and a patch of 
white flowers surrounding it. The decapitated trunk is the relic of the 
                                                          
234 Ah Cheng, The King of Trees, in the collection titled The King of Trees. P. 16. 
235 Ibid., p.31. Italics are mine.  
236 Ibid., p.56. 
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educated youths‘ fierce effort of chopping down the useless tree, of 
eradicating superstition, of conquering nature, and ultimately of furthering 
the revolution. The trunk embodies the wound of nature and its martyr who 
falls for it. Not only the ruined, it also bears witness to the ruins of history. 
The white flowers construct a mourning ambience for the tragic losses. Yet 
given that they grow out of Knotty Xiao‘s remains buried underneath, the 
martyr seems to be the lone griever over the damage. The flowers are also 
said to be effective in healing wounds. However, what if the wound is 
already incurable, like the fallen tree and Xiao? The self-healing mechanism 
of nature has lost its efficacy following the onslaught of ravages. The densely 
symbolic ending divulges the truth of a disturbing coexistence: the non-
recuperation of the local ecology, and the unrepentant continuation of 
environmental abuse. Not exclusive to Mao‘s China, this problem remains in 
the post-Mao era, when exploitation of natural resources has reached 
perhaps its highest point in history. In this light, the wounded trunk and the 
white flowers are reminders of a disgrace that is still ongoing.   
 
********** 
Conclusion: An Intertexual Reading 
 I would like to conclude this chapter with a reading of the author‘s 
words found elsewhere concerning The King of Chess and The King of Trees.  
In so doing, I wish to make an intertextual link between the novellas and the 
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authorial reflexivity over the sent-down experience. In ―A Few Words,‖ Ah 
Cheng describes the cause for his writing of The King of Chess:  
[I] had a worldly motivation, hoping to earn the author‘s 
remuneration so as to consume some cigarettes….It is also for my 
wife and son. My wife endures daily hardship of life. I want her to 
take a vacation in the summer. If I had the payment receipt with me, 
I could say it with confidence. My son is still a little kid, but he has 
started wanting to eat what he believes to be good stuffs. But they are 
not inexpensive. As a dad, I certainly want to see my son eat up 
everything he likes. He can finish three ice sticks within only a few 
minutes, then looks at me eagerly begging for another one. I think to 
myself: if I can write more pieces, my son will be able to enjoy icy 
snacks, relieving himself from the summer heat. …In the winter, we 
can buy more coal. This way, the children would not need to make 
up their minds as before when getting into a cold bed.237  
 
There is no claim or indication of any lofty goals here. He speaks only of the 
low-key needs of ordinary life— a few cigarettes, a summer excursion, icy 
sticks, and a warm bed. Writing is carried out simply as a way to make a 
modest living.  Be it a purposeful design or an unexpected coincidence, this 
passage offers the author‘s most fitting intertextual dialogue with The King of 
Trees. As I have discussed, aiming essentially not at promoting the 
traditional way of China, the novella concerns the physical ecology that 
collapsed among the educated youth and others. The intensity of hunger for 
food and sexual intimacy is artfully instilled into his constrained articulation. 
The author‘s avoidance of attaching to his writing spiritual connotations 
bespeaks a renunciation of ―higher‖ aspirations, ideological, political, etc. By 
                                                          
237Ah Cheng, ―Yi xie hua‖ (A few words一些話).    
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undercutting political, cultural, and identity-oriented narratives, the author 
appeals to life‘s most foundational needs – food, sex, and companionship – 
and subtly reveals what happens with an otherwise vicious attempt to 
distort them.   
  If Ah Cheng‘s concern with corporeal ecology derives from the 
traumatic memory of scarcity, his writing on matters of environmental 
ecology in The King of Trees is tinged with a conscientious remorse about the 
destruction project he himself participated in. He reflects against the grain of 
the zhiqing‘s self-centered sentimentality: 
This year is the 30th anniversary of the ―up to the mountains and 
down to the villages‖ movement. The theme of the commemoration 
has been fixed on the gain and loss of the youth. But as far as my 
experience is concerned, at least the educated youth who were in the 
northeast, Inner Mongolia, and Yunnan partook of the act of ecocide. 
Admittedly, the youth were not equipped with necessary knowledge 
about the ecological balance. They were preoccupied with the spirit 
of fighting with heaven and earth to the degree of insanity. It is 
because of this kind of excessiveness akin to madness that causes my 
concern. Being one of the partakers of environmental destruction, I 
do not want to dodge my responsibility for it. I have to convey my 
anxiety. It has been thirty years and we educated youth are no longer 
young. Yet I have not found anyone who, as I do, admits to be an 
ecology-destroyer.238     
 
Here we come to the author‘s unsparing interrogation of himself, his 
generation, and his society, on two fronts. First, there is a sense of regret and 
                                                          
238 Ah Cheng, ―Zaijian pian‖ (The last entry再見篇). In Changshi yu tongshi 
(Common sense and general knowledge常識與通識). Available online at 
http://www.my285.com/ddmj/acheng/csyts/012.htm, last visited on June 8th, 
2011.   
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mourning for the dysfunctional ecology engendered by the educated youths‘ 
endeavors. While the popular interpretations concerns the sent-down youth 
with regard to their unjust exile, Ah Cheng sheds a reflective light on thhe 
youths‘ detrimental wielding of strength on the natural ecology. Joining 
Knotty Xiao, the author urges the reader to mourn over the loss and to 
restore the dignity of nature. Second, this critical introspection is 
compounded with a deep worry over the self-righteous insanity stimulated 
by productionism and developmentalism. In the novella, Knotty Xiao‘s 
skirmish against the revolutionary advance is diagnosed as insanity.  The 
power of defining insanity shifts in the authorial account: the unrelenting 
misconduct with the environment as well as the ideology behind that 
misconduct is now held culpable. An environmental turn thus emerges from 
not just an exposure to nature but also a reflective position that redefines 
(in)sanity in the socio-cultural and ecological discourse.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 
ZHANG CHENGZHI’S SPIRITUAL REDEMPTION  
THROUGH THE AESTHETIC: THE BLACK STEED AND  
INVESTIGATION IN THE WESTERN PROVINCE  
 
 
My history began in 1966… the name of ―Red Guard‖ 
was coined by me. If anyone asked me what my first 
creative work was, I would say ―Red Guard.‖  
        —Zhang Chengzhi239 
 
The grassland is the inducement and breeding ground for 
my entire literary career. I should even assert that the 
grassland is a mother that has given birth to all the 
features of mine.   
                                                  —Zhang Chengzhi240 
 
Regardless of millions of literature they may concoct, I 
only believe in one kind. It is not labeled as pure 
literature, serious literature, elite modernist literature, or 
high-brow literature. Nor is it characterized by 
entertainment, playfulness, aesthetic or artistic qualities— 
what it has is belief. 
                                                                  —Zhang Chengzhi241 
  
Zhang Chengzhi assumes multiple identities, the tension and 
transference between which in large part mold an image of ambivalent 
synthesis of elitisms and populism, pietism and defiance on the scene of 
                                                          
239 Quoted from ―Zhang Chengzhi: Not Like Other Writers,‖ in Laifong Leung ed., 
Morning Sun—Interviews with Chinese Writers of the Lost Generation. Armonk, New 
York, London, England: M. E. Sharpe, 1994. P. 219 & 221. The interview with 
Laifang Leung was conducted in Canada in 1991 when Zhang Chengzhi was a 
visiting scholar at the University of British Columbia. For all the other quotations 
from Zhang Chengzhi‘s works in this chapter, I have made my own translations.   
240 Zhang Chengzhi, Wuyuan de sixiang (Desolate thoughts 無援的思想).  Beijing: 
Huayi chubanshe, 1995. P.84 
241 Zhang Chengzhi, ―Yi bi wei qi‖ (Taking pen as flag以筆為旗), in Zhang 
Chengzhi, Zhang Chengzhi ershi nian sanwen xuan (Selections of Zhang Cheng‘s prose 
writing over twenty years 張承志 20年散文選). Xining: Qinghai renmin chubanshe. 
2001. p. 123 
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Chinese literature. Born in 1948 in Beijing, Zhang Chengzhi is a Muslim Hui 
ethnic who was brought up within Han culture. His study in one of the most 
elite high schools, the Tsinghua University Adjunct High School, was 
interrupted with the breakout of the Cultural Revolution. A pious former 
Red Guard, Zhang wrote the petition with his blood volunteering to go to 
Inner Mongolia to continue the revolution during the sent-down movement. 
Such an enthusiasm for rustication makes Zhang distinct from Ah Cheng 
and numerous other educated youths who were forced to relocate. Settled 
with a poor indigenous Mongolian family in Xilin Gol League for four years, 
Zhang not only mastered such skills of the grassland as riding, herding, and 
Mongolian language but developed a deep emotional bond with the 
household (especially with Eji, the mother of the home) which lasts for more 
than three decades. His experience as an educated youth in the grassland led 
him to make his debut in Chinese literature as a writer of pastoral fiction.  
In addition to a Hui ethnic and Red-Guard-turned zhiqing identity, 
Zhang Chengzhi is also a scholar who was trained in archeology during his 
undergraduate years at Peking University (1972-75) and obtained his 
master‘s degree in Mongolian minority studies at the Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences (1981). Compared with his contemporaries of the educated 
youth generation, Zhang gained himself relatively high academic credentials. 
In the late 1980s he converted to Jahriyya, a Muslim Sufi order. The flaming 
religious intensity conveyed in his works thereafter renders him a most 
contentious writer and cultural heretic in mainland China. With this life 
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experience, Zhang Chengzhi treads on several geographical and cultural 
plates.  
Zhang Chengzhi‘s multifaceted background, however, often results 
in the research on his works falling into isolated dissection in one respect or 
another. The debate between Howard Choy and Jian Xu can best illustrate 
scholars‘ wistful stress of certain aspect of Zhang‘s writing without heeding 
the complexity of his identity and literary career. 
The 2006 winter issue of Positions: East Asia Cultures Critique 
published Howard Choy‘s essay titled ―To Construct an Unknown China: 
Ethnoreligious Historiography in Zhang Chengzhi‘s Islamic Fiction,‖ which, 
noted by Choy, serves as a critical response to Jian Xu's article on Zhang 
Chengzhi‘s works published in an earlier issue of the same journal. 242 The 
divergence of the two authors‘ views hinges on Zhang Chengzhi‘s 
representation of the Hui minority in China. Let me briefly summarize the 
main arguments of the two parties.  
Jian Xu situates his study in the context of the Great Discussion on 
Humanism (renwen jingshen da taolun) triggered by Chinese intellectual‘s 
concerns with the loss of humanistic spirit in the surging currents of 
commodification, marketization, and mass culture in the 1990s. Xu points 
                                                          
242 Howard Y. F. Choy, ―To Construct an Unknown China: Ethnoreligious 
Historiography in Zhang Chengzhi‘s Islamic Fiction,‖ in Positions: East Asia Cultures 
Critique 14, 3 (Winter 2006): 687-715. Jian Xu, ―Radical Ethnicity and Apocryphal 
History: Reading the Sublime Object of Humanism in Zhang Chengzhi's Late 
Fictions,‖  in Postions10, 3 (Winter 20002): 526-46. Within the a small though 
emerging scholarship on Zhang Chengzhi and his works in the West, Choy‘s and 
Xu‘s articles remain significant sources for further discussion. 
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out that Zhang‘s writing responds precisely to such a general intellectual 
aphasia and loss of critical position. Zhang‘s identification with and 
representation of the Islamic belief accomplish a humanistic quest for the 
(lost) sublime object; but his literary practice, Xu criticizes, constructs a 
homogeneous other from the gaze of the Han majority. On the other hand, 
Howard Choy disapproves of Xu‘s rather ―secular‖ assessment of Zhang‘s 
works. In his essay, Choy seeks a sympathetic minority‘s position in his 
reading of Zhang‘s sources. He contends that Zhang‘s conversion to an 
Islamic sect, Jahriyya, enables him to construct an unknown China through 
writing about the peripheral ethnic groups from an internal gaze of the Hui 
minority.243  The key issue surrounding the debate between Choy and Xu 
lies in Zhang‘s authorial position in representing the Islamic religion: 
whether it involves a hideous exoticization or instead presents a merging 
view with the other. The problem further boils down to the question: whose 
gaze does Zhang Chengzhi adopt in writing his ethno-religious fiction, that 
of the Han majority or the Hui minority?  
While I agree with Choy‘s positive comments on Zhang‘s revelation 
of an ―unknown China‖ and with Xu‘s evaluation of Zhang‘s ―politically 
engaged humanist endeavor,‖ I find their work delimits Zhang Chengzhi‘s 
literary creation within a temporal and spatial bound. Focusing solely on 
                                                          
243 Choy‘s analysis betrays a trace of his intellectual debt to Xinmin Liu‘s discussion 
of the collapsing of the boundary between the self and the other in Zhang 
Chengzhi‘s self-making through reinvention of ethnic identity. See Xinmin Liu, 
―Self-Making in the Wilderness: Zhang Chengzhi‘s Reinvention of Ethnic Identity.‖ 
American Journal of Chinese Studies 5, 1 (1998): 89-110.  
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Zhang Chengzhi‘s writing of the Hui ethnicity in recent years, they dwell on 
the issue of Zhang‘s self-identification with regard to the Hui. Hence, they 
fail to take into account Zhang‘s complex personal and intellectual 
background and his literary trajectory starting as early as the late 1970s. I 
suggest that a retrospective reading of Zhang‘s earlier works would facilitate 
better understanding of his later religious turn. In this chapter, I will take up 
such a task of investigating the possible nucleus of Zhang Chengzhi‘s 
writing and its diversiform ramifications. Instead of a study of literary 
genealogy however, this chapter is aimed to elucidate the role of the Red 
Guard and sent-down experience in Zhang Chengzhi‘s literary career and to 
investigate what is at stake in his thematic preoccupation with ethnic 
minorities including but not limited to the Hui. At the center of this chapter 
is the examination of the persistence and metamorphosis of spirituality in 
Zhang‘s works. My goal is to highlight a counter discourse that Zhang is 
able to construct, that is, a spiritual realm defying the material-based post-
Mao modernization project.    
 
********** 
The Author of the “Red Guard”—The Matrix of the Spirit    
Leaving Zhang‘s Han, Mongolian, and Muslim heritages aside for 
the time being, I want to highlight the historical juncture that is formative to 
Zhang‘s self-perception and literary ideal—the Red Guard Movement (1966-
1968). On 29 May 1966, the first Red Guard organization was established by 
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the students of the Tsinghua University Adjunct High School. Zhang 
Chengzhi was one of the ardent members of it. ―I will never forget this 
date,‖244 he asserts. The reason for the engraved memory derives largely 
from Zhang‘s ineluctable relationship with the movement. It was him who 
coined the name ―Red Guard‖ for the Red Guards. In his retrospection, 
Zhang claims the name ―Red Guard‖ to be his first creative work. The ―Red 
Guard‖ not only marks the inception of his literary career but also of, as he 
unequivocally declares, ―his history‖. In other words, the Red Guard 
experience constitutes his identity.245 I deem it as the matrix, from which 
Zhang‘s literary view originates, takes form, evolves, and metamorphoses.        
What spirit of the Red Guard intrigued Zhang Chengzhi to keep 
firmly and enduringly his conviction of it? It should be noted that the Red 
Guard movement as an integral part of the Cultural Revolution has been a 
taboo for open discussion in post-Mao China. The Red Guards, seen as 
fervent accomplices of Mao‘s misguided campaign, have been by and large 
associated with the horrifying terms of violence, fanaticism, and extremism 
in contemporary public imagination. Notoriously, the Red Guards were the 
initiator of the ―Bloodline Theory‖ (Xuetong lun) that stipulates strict social 
hierarchy based on people‘s class origin and thus eradicates any sense of 
inborn equality. They also comprised the major force in the destroying the 
                                                          
244  Laifong Leung ed., Morning Sun—Interviews with Chinese Writers of the Lost 
Generation. p. 221.  
245 For a general discussion on how the Red Guard Movement transforms its 
participants‘ identity, refer to Guobin Yang‘s article, ―The Liminal Effects of Social 
Movements: Red Guards and the Transformation of Identity,‖ Sociological Forum, 
Vol. 15, No. 3 (Sep., 2000), pp. 379-406. 
  
205 
 
―Four Olds‖ movement. Against the overall negative view of the Red Guard 
Movement, Zhang Chengzhi's verbalization of his keen attachment to it 
places him in an unpopular position. Many castigate him as an unrepentant 
revolutionary fanatic. The critics are partially right to identify Zhang‘s 
revolution complex. While most former Red Guards disclaim their identity 
or shroud it in secrecy, Zhang Chengzhi insists that ―the most precious 
aspect of the Red Guards was their rebellious spirit…their total denunciation 
of the established system.‖ 246 He affirms, in a nearly narcissistic fashion, ―no 
one within the former Red Guard group is more convinced of the 
significance of rebellion than I am, nor is anyone more antagonistic toward 
the privileged class than I am.‖247 Indeed, the rebellious spirit encapsulates 
the embryonic character of his creative work, and remains what he doggedly 
maintains in his writing.  
Yet the biting criticism that labels Zhang as an unrepentant 
conservative does not do justice to his intention of upholding the Red Guard 
spirit. Instead of an anarchic frenzy that kindles social chaos, I see the 
rebellious spirit Zhang pronounces as a will to strive for the freedom to 
criticize authoritative powers. His politics goes against any form of 
oppression, injustice, or corruption be it political, social, or cultural. This 
spirit endows Zhang Chengzhi with a critical stance, eternally on the 
opposite side of dominant discourses. I wish to suggest that such Red Guard 
                                                          
246 Laifong Leung ed., Morning Sun—Interviews with Chinese Writers of the Lost 
Generation. p. 221.   
247 Zhang Chengzhi, Wuyuan de sixiang (Desolate thoughts 無援的思想). P. 191.  
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spirit of resistance and nonconformity functions as the prime cause that 
accounts for Zhang‘s series of transfigurations throughout his work. At the 
heart of his literary work is spirit, though its outlook and connotation 
proceed not without ambiguity or complexity. In other words, the ―Red 
Guard‖ becomes the Idea, the starting point, from which Zhang creates and 
sets the fundamental tone for his own literary pursuit. It is in this sense that 
he pinpoints the abstract term ―Red Guard‖ to be his first creative work that 
marks the beginning of his history.   
The short-lived Red Guard movement resulted in the ephemerality of 
its spirit, which threw Zhang Chengzhi into a perpetual exile from his ideal 
and thus engendered a profound need in him to recover and/or recreate the 
sensibility, the aspiration toward something noble and sublime, that had 
otherwise been lost with the fall of the Red Guards. The sent-down 
movement practically disbanded the Red Guards whose upheaval had run 
rampant by spring 1968. The ebb of the Red Guard spirit and the physical 
dislocation in Inner Mongolia provide Zhang with a reflective space. His 
early work in 1978 is illustrative of his self-examination of the rebellious 
spirit. Significantly, the sent-down experience also facilitates a meaning 
transference of the ―Red Guard,‖ through which Zhang reifies the Idea into 
the concrete aesthetic principle of his literary creation.  
This overarching aesthetic ideal of Zhang can be summarized in one 
phrase, ―for the people‖ (wei renmin). It hatched out from Zhang‘s first 
literary work, a poem titled ―To be the son of the people‖ (zuo renmin de 
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erzi). In lyrical stanzas, Zhang conveys his deep gratitude to the nomadic 
peoples with whom he lived. He writes in the last line, ―In the bone-chilling 
winter wind, I learned a precious truth; I should bear it in mind throughout 
my entire life, to be the eternal son of the people.‖248 The verses saliently 
proclaim his life-long mission as a writer—to serve the people. It resounds 
with the Maoist ideal prescribed in the 1942 ―Talks of Yan‘an Forum of 
Literature and the Arts‖ which saw art as essentially in service to the masses. 
Mao demands the literary and art workers to address to the large audience 
of the masses—works, peasants, soldiers, and urban petti bourgeoisie, which, 
he alleges, make up more than ninety percent of the population. 249 Given 
the fact that Zhang retains his homage to Mao, his poetic announcement of 
―to be the eternal son of the people‖ can be seen as a (un)conscious 
implementation of Mao‘s ideal.  
However, what is unusual about this piece of Zhang‘s is the 
peculiarity of the medium. It was written in Mongolian, Zhang‘s acquired 
language during his rustication, and was first published in a Mongolian 
periodical. Zhang‘s choice of language indicates the limited scope of his 
addressees—the Mongolian community. Instead of a generic term, ―the 
people‖ is associated with an ethnic minority on the periphery of Chinese 
                                                          
248 The poem was originally published in the Mongolian periodical titled The Wild 
Field of Flowers (花的原野) in 1978. The draft of it was jotted down in 1972 when he 
was about to leave Inner Mongolia for Beijing. It is available online at 
http://www.hxzq.net/Essay/5276.xml?id=5276, last visited on June 16, 2011.  
249 Refer to Mao Zedong, ―Talks of Yan‘an Forum of Literature and the Arts.‖ 
Available online at http://news.xinhuanet.com/ziliao/2004-
06/24/content_1545090.htm, last visited on June 17, 2011.  
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society. When the Communist revolution is forsaken and the rebellious spirit 
ceases to be appreciated, perhaps the only way to restore its validity is to 
associate it with the subaltern groups. Such an affiliation proffers Zhang a 
marginal stance where the rebellious spirit is needed to counteract the 
ideological dominance. Thus, his avowal of ―to be the son of the people‖ 
enunciates a transformation of his identity from the child/vanguard of Mao 
to the son of the subaltern multitude and a reinstatement of the Red Guard 
spirit. 
If the transition revealed in the poem looks rather abrupt, Zhang‘s 
1979 short story ―The Name Inscribed on the Heart‖ (Ke zai xin shang de 
mingzi), gives an account of how his Red Guard spirit merges with the ideal 
of ―for the people.‖  The story follows two narrative threads. One concerns a 
search for an appropriate translation, into Mongolian, for ―Red Guard‖. The 
protagonist Xiaogang, a former Red Guard who is now settled on the 
steppes as an educated youth, seeks for a Mongolian name that connotes the 
same meaning as the Red Guard. One can easily discern the coalescence of 
the author‘s agency with the protagonist. The Dad Sangji narrates him a 
story from Mongolian folklore in which a young man gains an auspicious 
name through his whole-hearted devotion to the people of the grassland. 
The other thread revolves around the ―eliminating the counterrevolutionary 
cohort campaign‖ (qingsu neiren dang) which plagued Inner Mongolia 
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during the Cultural Revolution.250 An ardent former Red Guard, Xiaogang 
plunges himself into the political purge, in which Dad Sangji‘s son was 
implicated and persecuted to death. The contrast between the legendary 
Mongolian young man in service to the people and himself as a participant 
in the mass victimization seizes Xiaogang into a tearing self-doubt of the Red 
Guard spirit and a helpless disorientation. Unlike what critics often assume, 
Zhang embraces the Red Guard movement wholesale, and a self-scrutiny 
and a critical introspection over the Red Guards‘ wrongdoings are manifest 
in the narrative.  
Zhang‘s self-criticism, however, does not necessarily lead to a total 
renunciation of the Red Guard spirit. Instead, he salvages parts of it via a 
surreptitious blending of the originally disassociated notions. At the 
narrative level, Dad Sangji delivers him from despair. Moved by Xiaogang‘s 
sincere contrition, Sangji‘s family forgives the crime in which he is involved. 
More importantly, Sangji grants him an honorable name, Aladingfu, in the 
end. Dad Sangji explains:  
I thought up a most beautiful Mongolian name for you: Aladingfu. 
Aladingfu—son of the people! … I recall that you desired a new 
appellation that contains the same meaning as ―Red Guard,‖ your 
beloved name. I think Aladingfu means the same as the Red Guard, 
only that Aladingfu is even more important. Child, a Red Guard 
ought to bear in mind that that he is the son of the people. Without 
                                                          
250 The campaign was one of the most notorious cases of injustice that took place in 
Inner Mongolia during the Cultural Revolution. It was initially targeted at the 
Mongolian leader Wulanfu, and later developed into a large scale movement that 
aimed to eliminate all the ―anti-revolutionary‖ Mongolians who were suspected to 
have connection with Wulanfu.   
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this principle, you Red Guard would fall into a great crevice. Your 
Red Guard spirit should not be abandoned…Child, treasure this 
spirit of yours! I think it is owing to the appreciation of this spirit that 
Chairman Mao invited you onto the Tiananmen Square…if this spirit 
can be used to serve the people, it could be a real blessing.251      
 
Dad Sangji performs the rescuing task that not only affirms Zhang‘s Red 
Guard spirit but also points out a feasible path dragging it out of the mire 
toward a bright future. Put more precisely, Zhang imposes his will upon his 
character, who should not be so articulate otherwise.  It is the author who 
speaks through Dad Sangji‘s mouth to defend the Red Guard spirit. 
Noticeably, Zhang makes a distinction between the ―Red Guard‖ as an 
innocent ideal and the Red Guards who caused blood-shedding, violence, 
and terror. In condemning the Red Guards who are responsible for the evil 
deeds, he gains an excuse for the survival of the Red Guard spirit. 
Meanwhile, a sematic amalgamation takes place. He fuses the Red Guard 
ideal with the interest of the people, and thus redeems the sublime quality of 
the spirit. In this light, ―for the people‖ is more than a manifesto of his 
literature. It serves as a redemptive power that revitalizes the Red Guard 
spirit in which Zhang so heavily invested.   
 
 
 
                                                          
251 Zhang Chengzhi, ―The Name Inscribed on the Heart‖ (Ke zai xin shang de 
mingzi刻在心上的名字). In Caixin Zhang ed. Zhang Chengzhi daibiao zuo 
(Representative works of Zhang Chengzhi). Zhengzhou: Huanghe wenyi chubanshe, 
1988. P. 38-39.  
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********** 
The Black Steed: Retrieving the “Not” 
 I have highlighted ―Red Guard‖ that Zhang considered his first 
creative work and have noted its seminal position in Zhang‘s literary career. 
With the Red Guard spirit on the wane following the massive migration of 
the youth, Zhang Chengzhi soon carried out his initial metamorphosis 
through self-identification with ―the son of the people‖ as manifested in his 
earliest poetic and fictional crafts. ―The son of the people‖ becomes 
synonymous with the Red Guard, and ultimately substitutes for the latter. 
The fusion of his conceptual idea of the Red Guard with the aesthetic 
principle of ―for the people‖ re-gains Zhang a vantage point.  Being the 
spokesman of people, and in the name of the people, he reincarnates the Red 
Guard spirit and reaffirms its relevance, worth, and legitimacy, thereby 
countering popular disavowal and condemnation of that spirit.    
 Questions arise, however. Can Zhang represent and speak for the 
people? After all, ―the son of the people‖ is a self-invented and self-assigned 
title. After four years‘ settlement in Inner Mongolia, Zhang Chengzhi 
departed the grassland and later became a proper scholar, a social elite. Does 
the identity of ―the son of the people‖ hold tenable and operative? Moreover, 
the reality in the post-Mao era seems incompatible with and even 
antithetical to spirituality, of whatever sort. After the demise of Mao and his 
revolutionary ideal, a culture of mediocrity stepped in, as the mainland 
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scholar Zu Xueqin, a former Red Guard, abjectly admits. 252 The state 
compels a sharp transition from the Mao to the post-Mao era, substituting 
mass consumption for the revolutionary ideals. Along with the economic 
reform, Communism has been replaced by consumerism. The lofty idealism 
has fallen into the abyss of money-orientated material aspiration. In face of 
the spiritual vacuum, how will Zhang go about dealing with the chances of 
the double alienation of the spirit—from his people and from the current 
society?  
 At this psychological as well as historical juncture, The Black Steed 
(Hei junma [1982]) appears to be of supreme significance. It speaks of both 
an attempt to re-establish the son‘s position vis-à-vis the people of the 
grassland and an endeavor to instill spiritual energy to the hollowed-out 
urban subjects including himself. The story depicts the character Bayabulag, 
whose homecoming journey embodies such a desire for spiritual rebirth and 
reconciliation with the people. (Bayanbulag can be seen as the author‘s alter 
                                                          
252 Refer to Jiang Yarong‘s interview with Zhu Xueqin, in Yarong Jiang and David 
Ashley: Mao’s Children in the New China: Voices from the Red Guard Generation. 
London and New York: Routeledge, 2000. P.61-67. Zhu Xueqin was one of the few 
scholars in mainland China who persisted in and conducted further historical 
inquiry into the Cultural Revolution. His article ―The Missing Group in the 
Intellectual History‖ (Sixiang shi shang de shizongzhe思想史上的失蹤者) was one 
of the representative works in which he examines the phenomenon of the early 
―reflective-type‖ (si xiang xing) Red Guard group‘s collective disappearance in the 
post-Mao era. In his view, Zhang Chengzhi remains the only one who has been 
continuing the exploration of the spiritual perspective of life. The article was 
published in Dushu (讀書), No. 10 (1995). pp. 55-63. 
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ego, for Zhang Chengzhi acknowledges that the male protagonists represent 
the ideals to which he aspires.253)  
Yet, this pilgrimage is imbued with paradox and ambivalence. In this 
section, I would like to conduct a close reading of the story in hopes of 
teasing out the logic and the aporia inherent in Zhang‘s narrative of spiritual 
redemption. The analysis will focus on three major thematic tropes that are 
essential to reuniting the character with his past and with the people in the 
grassland. First, I will examine how the invocation of the Mongolian folk 
song Ganga-hara creates a coherent story and identity. Second, I focus on the 
mother figure that the author exalts in this novella and elsewhere. I 
investigate how the abstraction of the mother into Mother facilitates a 
symbolic reentrance in Mother/grassland‘s womb and a self-revivification. 
Third, I problematize the romance that is narrated as the direct cause for the 
protagonist‘s departure from and return to the home on the vast prairie. I 
wish to show how the romance stands as an empty signifier that, however, 
serves to sustain the male ego. What the protagonist is able to retrieve 
through the folksong, mother, and romance is paradoxically what they are not. 
But I argue that it is through negation and absence that the homecoming 
leads to a spiritual rejuvenation.   
 
  
                                                          
253 Refer to Zhang Chengzhi: Beifang de he: houji (Postscript of The River of the North北
方的河後記). Beijing: Shiyue wenyi chubanshe, 1987. P.314. 
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1) Ganga-hara: Reprising the Folk Song  
 Ganga-hara (black steed), an old Mongolian folk song, forms a 
mysterious mirror that projects its poetic lyrics into the protagonist‘s 
odyssey. Zhang Chengzhi first encountered this song in 1969 when he was 
yet an educated youth in Inner Mongolia. Its melody arouses his immediate 
interest. Ten years later, Zhang decided to write a story of the same title, 
which is based on and conditioned by the folksong.  As he explains, ―The 
content and rhythm of each section of the novella echoes and strictly follows 
the lyrics of one verse of the song.‖254 Ganga-hara chants about a lone 
horseman‘s melancholic ride in search of his bygone love:  
 He‘s beautiful, he runs well—my fine black steed    
      Hitched outside the door—to the elmwood cart 
Gentle and kindhearted—my younger sister 
Sent beyond the mountains—a bride in a distant land 
I rode past—the well called Holai 
And by it was—neither bucket nor trough 
I passed by two tents—whose families were neighbors 
But there was not—the girl I longed for 
I asked for news from a roaming shepherd 
He said he‘s heard she‘d gone to haul sheep dung 
I turned to a cowherd to ask him for news 
He said he‘d heard she‘d gone to gather cow dung 
I lifted my eyes and gazed across the vast plain 
On the sagebrush-covered ridge her form appeared 
The black steed, his head held high, flew on to the mountain ridge 
                                                          
254 Zhang Chengzhi, ―Chufeng ganga-hara‖ (First encounter with Ganga-hara初逢
鋼嘎哈拉), in Muren biji (A herdsman‘s notes牧人筆記 ).Jinan: Shandong wenyi 
chubanshe, 2001. P. 212. 
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But that familiar, graceful figure was not my love255 
 
Journeying through a long distance and delay, the rider ends up discovering 
that the figure in his sight is not the girl he has longed for. In a touching tone, 
Ganga-hara sings a lament of an unfulfilled search. The ballad is woven into 
Zhang Chengzhi‘s narration, and is made a reverberating sound which 
permeates the entire textual space. As the melody of the song starts, the 
protagonist Bayanbulag embarks on his own quest on the steppes. Each 
section of the novella is headed with two lines of the lyrics that correspond 
to the fictional content.  In this way, Zhang conflates the folk song and the 
story, with each other mutually implicated and interpreted.  
 Structurally, resembling the intermittent flash-back of the girl‘s 
image in the folksong, the narration transcends the linear temporality and 
keeps surfacing and inserting the memory of the erstwhile events into the 
account of the protagonist‘s ongoing journey. The episodic recollections 
altogether delineate a complex and bittersweet youthful years of Bayanbulag. 
Since his childhood, Bayanbulag, a son of a widower-father who heads the 
people‘s commune of the district, has lived as an adopted child of a poor 
family composed of an aged grandmother and a granddaughter, Somiya. 
Bayanbulag spent his youthful years in this residence, nurtured by the 
profound love of the grandmother whom he calls Eji, meaning "mother" in 
Mongolian, and by the intimate company of Somiya. Growing up together, 
                                                          
255 Zhang Chengzhi, Hei Junma (The Black Steed黑駿馬), in Hei Junma (Note: it is a 
collection of Zhang‘s short stories). Jinan: Shandong wenyi chubanshe, 2001. p.58-
145. 
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he and Somiya are enamored of each other and get engaged with the glad 
permission of their (grand)parents. Before their scheduled marriage, 
Bayanbulag went away for a training course in husbandry. But upon his 
return after eight months, he found that things had changed. A rape Somiya 
suffered from a local villain shatters the formerly seamless union between 
the lovers. Impregnated from the violation, Somiya, however to his surprise, 
even shows a hint of desire for the child. The old Eji‘s passive 
words,―Knowing that Somiya is fertile is a comfort after all‖256, aggravates 
the intense rage and agony felt by the young man. The protagonist came to 
painful realizations of the distance that separates him from the family, of his 
discord with the rule of the grasslands, and of his non-native identity in 
relation to the indigenous community. Such an unbridgeable schism presses 
him to leave the grassland, where he does not feel a sense of belonging.  It 
would be nine years until he returned.  
 A temporal gap and an emotional rift between the protagonist and 
the grasslands had unmistakably emerged. That being said, I want to 
suggest that the folksong‘s rhythm of shuffling and postponement, which 
the fictional narrative follows, allows for a gulf-bridging and therapeutic 
process. The narrative of the novella oscillates between the past and the 
present. In numerous cases, present events conjure up memories of the past. 
The sight of the grownup black steed, for example, leads to the narration of 
those days when it was yet a colt; the news of Eji‘s death evokes the 
                                                          
256 Ibid., p.100. 
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affectionate telling of events from her life.  The mode of interweaving 
memory and reality, past and the present, attains an effect of suturing the 
split. The constant presence of the bygone images and events creates an 
illusion that they seem to have happened just a moment ago. The past 
extends itself into the present so much so that it verges on merging with the 
present. Likewise, the present keeps harking back to the early years where it 
meets and links with the past. The temporal switch and interlacing in the 
narrative thus constructs closeness and coherence, which nearly cover up the 
fissure resulting from Bayanbulag‘s nine-year absence.  
Owing to the continuous delay in the folksong, the missing 
information about Eji, Somiya, and the home gets to be filled. Following the 
storyline of the folksong in which the rider‘s meeting with his girl suffers 
persistent deferment, Bayanbulag is also set in protracted waiting for the 
appearance of Somiya. She is neither found in the grassland Bayanbulag 
once lived in nor in the little yurt that he suspects is her new home. Even 
when Bayanbulag finally arrives at her hut of residence, she is away on a 
trip to haul coal for the local school. But it is in the extensive delays that the 
hearsay stands in and fill the gap in his memory. The herdsman, the female 
elementary school teacher, and Somiya‘s husband each provide a portion of 
the story about the unknown past, the sum of which makes up for 
Bayanbulag‘s lack of information. Bayanbulag learns about the happenings 
in the family while he was gone: Eji passed away; Somiya gave birth to a girl, 
married a crude but kind-hearted Mongolian man, and currently works as a 
  
218 
 
part-time helper in the local elementary school. It is not until the point he 
eventually sees Somiya that the interweaving narrations cease. The past and 
the present converge at this moment. Meanwhile, Bayanbulag has gone 
through a journey of psychological and emotional reconnection. In his active 
reminiscence and prolonged course of searching, his buried trauma gets to 
be revealed and inspected. The suturing of time thus sutures the wound as 
well. In the temporal shifts and delays, Bayanbulag in effect is able to forge 
for himself an integrated, no longer fragmented, self-identity.   
The folksong is not intended to serve as mere musical 
accompaniment; instead, it evolves into a script based on which Bayanbulag 
stages a performance. The novella opens with an image of a lone horseman 
riding through the vast sea of grass:  
He has been riding silently, bumping along in the saddle, for several 
days, scorched by the burning sun.…His brows come together at the 
bridge of his nose, his complexion is dark; he is reminiscing, thinking 
of his family, ruminating on the hardship of his life. Indifferently 
withstanding his regret, guilt, and the wound in his inmost heart, he 
wordlessly advances across the gently rolling plain.257 
 
It is assumed to be the archetypal image of singers/composers of popular 
Mongolian folksongs. But it is detectable that the sensitive delineation of the 
singer‘s emotions can be equally applied to the protagonist Bayanbulag. 
Similar to the singer, Bayanbulag rides a lonesome ride himself on the broad 
plain in quest of his loss, with remorse, shame, and an aching heart. The 
                                                          
257 Ibid., p.58. 
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realization comes to the protagonist: ―Rather than sing the ancient song, I 
relive it myself!‖258 Indeed, he performs the entire song in his own 
homecoming journey. In other words, he reprises what the horseman/singer 
in the folksong does! In the performance, his identity merges with the 
Mongolian rider. In light of Butler‘s influential theory on the dialectic 
between performativity and identity, Bayanbulag‘s performed voyage wins 
him a Mongolian identity. The enactment of the role of a native Mongolian 
makes it possible for him to remedy the severed tie with the grassland and 
to reclaim his membership with it.      
 So the folksong Ganga-hara plays a double function. First, its 
nonlinear, crisscrossed lyrical sequence patches up the crevice resulting from 
the protagonist‘s nine years of absence. Second, it serves as a medium 
through which the protagonist personifies the Mongolian singer, relives the 
horseman‘s life, and thus rejoins with the grassland. Ironically, the folk song 
starts with the quest but ends with the word ―not‖. To conclude with ―not‖ 
seems to declare a negation of what has been achieved. The very method of 
appropriating the folk song itself already evinces the non-reparability of the 
breach and the contingency of the performed identity in reality. However, 
the paradox lies in the fact that the course of arduously reprising the 
folksong gains its own meaning that surpasses the outcome of ―not‖. The 
process itself appears to be more crucial in the physical and psychological 
quest. As it is shown in the following passage toward the end of the 
                                                          
258 Ibid., p. 60.  
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narrative: ―I began to sing Ganga-hara softly, from the first verse of the 
ancient song right on down to the ‗was not‘ at the end….I wanted here and 
now to spill behind all that was now past, and rise with a heart moister and 
richer to meet tomorrow, just like the herdsman on the black steed in the 
song.‖ 259 Obviously, the performance is sufficient to recharge the wounded 
Bayanbulag and grants him a coherent perception of self to march toward 
the future.  
 
2) Eji: Mother’s Gaze and Maternal Womb  
            Rarely can one find in contemporary China a writer so obsessed with 
describing and extoling the Mother figure as Zhang Chengzhi is. Since his 
first short story, ―Why Herdsmen Sing about ‗Mother‘‖ (Qishou weishenme 
gechang muqin [1978])260, the Mother has been a recurrent persona in Zhang 
Chengzhi‘s works. The prototype of the mother figure derives from the 
Mongolian Eji, the head of the indigenous family into which Zhang 
Chengzhi was rusticated during the sent-down movement. Unlike Han 
Shaogong and Wang Anyi who resided in the stand-alone zhiqing 
dormitories in the countryside, or A Cheng who worked on the state farm in 
the borderland, Zhang Chengzhi lived in the yurt of a Mongolian family of 
which he was regarded as a member. The overflow of love that Eji pours on 
the adolescent educated youth generates his deep appreciation of the sent-
                                                          
259 Ibid., p.143. 
260 It was published in Renmin Wenxue No. 10, 1978, and won the national best short 
story award of that year.   
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down experience. Zhang writes, ―In my opinion, whether an educated youth 
would prize or curse his/her rustication, seeing his/her youth anomic or 
deserving, is all predicated on whether he/she had met a motherly woman.‖ 
261 Eji is the motherly figure that determines Zhang Chengzhi‘s view over his 
own youth as edifying, rewarding, and fulfilling. She also becomes the 
teasing and persistent image that lingers at the tip of Zhang‘s pen. ―I write 
on you so often that my fingers sour and my heart fatigues; I even claim 
ambitiously that I will make the word ―Eji‖ a standard term in the Chinese 
language,‖262 says Zhang.  
 For what reason does Eji occupy such a paramount place in Zhang‘s 
writing? In what sense is the mother image related to Zhang‘s pursuit of 
spirituality? At the very least, it is evident that the continued reappearance 
of Eji in Zhang‘s various accounts makes her a central trope in his literary 
repertoire, as he himself contemplates, ―Perhaps, Eji is more of a symbol to 
me.‖263 Eji is virtually an abstraction, a concept, and an allegorical device 
that functions beyond any flesh-and-blood substantiality. I want to suggest 
that the Eji-Mother figure is constitutive to Zhang Chengzhi‘s ideal of 
himself, his literature, and his notion of unsullied spirituality at large. In 
demonstrating how the symbol of Eji operates in The Black Steed, I shall 
emphasize the power of the Mother‘s gaze and her maternal love. I argue 
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that it is in its figurativeness and symbolism that the Mother sustains and 
redeems Zhang‘s spiritual claims from bankruptcy.  
 ―Mother and narcissism are two legs of Zhang Chengzhi,‖ 
insightfully pointed out by the Chinese critic Zhu Wei.264 To Zhu, Zhang‘s 
works are preoccupied with two archetypal figures: a self-sacrificing mother, 
and a self-esteemed man. Inspired by Zhu‘s comments, I want to further 
indicate that these two images are not so independent, but instead are bound 
to each other.  In other words, Mother is incorporated into the construction 
of the narcissistic self. In The Black Steed, Eji serves as the determinant figure 
that includes the protagonist Banyanbulag into the Mongolian society. 
Motherless since childhood, Bayanbulag has been a little social outlaw, 
running reckless and making trouble in the commune, until the day his 
father brings him to Eji and entrusts her to raise him:  
White-haired Granny was overjoyed that her eyes had crinkled to 
mere slits. Tossing a skin of koumiss to my father, she clasped me 
tightly to her breast, planting a noisy, slobbery kiss on my 
forehead….This way, I became a child of the yurt. 265  
 
Eji‘s welcoming arms embrace Bayanbulag into the Mongolian family, and 
her kiss on the protagonist‘s forehead, symbolic of a membership mark, 
registers his official enrollment as a son of the grassland. It is through Eji 
that Bayanbulag‘s kinship with the Mongolian people is established. During 
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the years of Bayabulag‘s living in the yurt, Eji‘s frequent smiles at him and 
her blissful gaze continue to reinforce his new identity as a member of the 
virile horse-riding Mongolian community.      
 Ironically, it is also Eji‘s gaze that renders asunder Bayanbulag‘s tie 
with the culture of the grassland. The local villain Shira‘s sexual offense of 
Somiya triggers deleterious conflict between Bayanbulag and the family. In 
uncontrollable fury, he grabs and shouts at Somiya, demanding to know 
why it happened. A chance sight of Eji‘s gaze at this moment awakes 
Bayanbulag to a disconcerting realization:  
 As I sat down dejectedly, I noticed with a start that Granny, her 
white hair fluffed our around her face, was sitting off to one side, 
staring at me coldly. I wanted to call to her, but found I could not. 
The detached manner with which she regarded me made me feel 
extremely uneasy. Suddenly I was thoroughly shaken by a terrible 
thought: I remembered I was actually not this old woman‘s blood kin. 
266 
 
Eji‘s aloof eyes reject Bayanbulag and lock him outside of the realm of the 
household. Ultimately, they create a sense of alienation, which Bayanbulag 
pathetically attributes to the lack of blood tie with Eji and with the grassland. 
Interestingly, the realization of the non-kindred relationship is the result of 
the distancing stare, not the cause for it. Put differently, it is not the 
bloodline that activates the alienation per se. Rather, Eji‘s gaze assumes such 
fundamental power that it not only constructs but also sabotages the 
protagonist‘s identification with the Mongolian civilization.  
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 Bayanbulag‘s dilemma mirrors Zhang Chengchi‘s own quandary 
concerning his problematic position as the son of the (subaltern) people. Eji‘s 
gaze acts as a double-edged sword that substantiates as much as it negates. I 
contend that the ambivalence of Eji‘s gaze is more the externalization of the 
internally-conflicted forces in Zhang‘s interiority—his internalized gaze at 
himself. The issue rests on the collision between his self-claimed position as 
―son‖ in relation to the Mongolian people and the fact that he is, in actuality, 
not Mongolian.  The incongruence of the two identities puts his right to 
speak for the Mongolian people in jeopardy. Zhang is aware of the 
precarious situation in which he is trapped:  
Ever since my writing of The Black Steed, it has come to my attention 
that there exist austere inhibitions beyond my paper and pen. I am 
not Mongolian; this is about my blood origin. But I am a new person 
transformed by the nomadic Mongolian civilization; this is the origin 
of my strength…. I always see her as I write—the silent image of the 
old woman on the Ujimqin League. 267  
 
Indeed, the reticent Eji is a perpetual reminder of the bifurcated situation of 
the author, which poses the quintessential questions: Can he speak for the 
people to whom he is not related by blood? Does his writing fall into the 
sinister act that Gayatri Spivak famously condemned—wielding arbitrary 
pen on mute subaltern subjects? Zhang is clearly aware of the gravity of 
such a problem: 
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The mode of speaking for others is always dangerous. When hearing 
excessive appraisals of my grasslands fictions (caoyuan xiaoshuo), I 
am often caught in a feeling of uneasiness. I fear that what I conjoin 
myself is the invasion and oppression.268   
Zhang is conscious of the risk; however, he does not surrender. For ―for the 
subaltern people‖ sketches the central mission of his writing and, 
significantly, buttresses the non-conformist spirit that he desperately 
redeemed through it. In offense and defense, Zhang asks: ―Can blood 
lineage be equated to the right to speak? Does it necessarily grant one the 
right to speak?‖ 269 It‘s palpable that he still holds out hope for the possibility, 
however minute, that he can regain the lost connection that stems from his 
lack of blood relatedness with the people.  
 In presenting Eji not as any one particular person per se, but instead 
as a symbol of motherhood in a grander sense, Zhang Chengzhi attempt to 
regain the authority to speak.  What is at work is the emphasis on Eji‘s deep-
seated maternity unconstrained by the blood relationship. In The Black Steed, 
the Eji epitomizes the maternal in general terms. With instinctual love, Eji 
saves and cares for the surviving foal of the old mare found dead outside 
their yurt on the night of an enormous blizzard: 
Granny, in too much of a hurry to wear her waistband, hobbled over 
and embraced the colt, wiping his body dry with her sleeves. Then 
she opened up her robe and drew him up against her. Kissing the 
black forehead protruding from her robe over and over, she muttered 
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ream after ream of superstitious nonsense. She said it was very likely 
this colt was sent by a god.270  
 
Granny‘s embracing and kissing the colt is reminiscent of the scene when 
Bayabulag was first brought to her. Granny‘s profound maternity transcends 
even the boundaries between human beings and animals, let alone those 
imposed by kinship, or the lack thereof.  What happens to the premature 
birth of Somiya‘s illicit daughter Qiqig further confirms Granny‘s absolute 
maternal quality. Seeing the twelve-inch long, unimaginably tiny infant, 
everyone suggests abandoning the small monster-like being. Eji harshly 
scolds those herdsmen:  
Shut up! Your fools! This is a life! A life! In all my seventy years, I 
have never abandoned a living being on the grassy floodplain, be it 
calf, lamb, kitten, or puppy…To abandon a living being—how dare 
you propose such a thing?! …Away with you! Go away, all of you! 
Don‘t touch my precious jewel with your filthy paws! And you‘d 
better not come back for several years! After I‘ve raised her into a 
beautiful flower you can come and have a look!‖271  
 
Eji is made into the image of the earth mother who treasures and nurtures all 
life, regardless of its form.  It is in this process of symbolization and 
sublimation that Eji is elevated to the transcendent Mother, the maternal 
womb of the grasslands, from which Zhang Chengzhi can claim his own 
birth, and thus his legitimate position to speak for the subaltern people.  
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 Toward the end of the story, Eji‘s gaze returns, however, in the 
protagonist‘s phantom. This time, it serves to restore the severed 
relationship and to repair the fractured identity of Bayanbulag. Zhang writes, 
The lakewater was peaceful and muted in the dusk, through the 
falling sun scattered dazzling pinpoints of light like powder over its 
surface. …Gazing at the lakewater, I have the impression that as it 
rolled and sparkled, Granny‘s silver hair appeared, waving as if in a 
breeze. As I lifted up the brimming pail, the hair became Granny‘s 
dim but penetrating eyes. I shut my eyes. I wished I could dive 
straight into the lake, straight into Granny‘s slightly trembling, 
flashing summons, burying all my pain, my unspoken grievances 
and regrets, in her dear, warm silver hair and cloudy but deep 
gaze.272  
 
It would be an archetypal narcissistic scene were the specular image of 
Granny that of Bayanbulag. Yet, it is owing to this mismatch that unification 
becomes possible. The protagonist imagines himself to merge into Granny‘s 
inviting, not expelling, gaze where he is able to fuse with his identity as the 
Mongolian son. Via Eji‘s gaze that he fanaticizes, Bayanbulag breaks away 
from the excruciating contest of the two identities and becomes one with the 
image in the Mother‘s gaze which constitutes him as the son. Diving into the 
Mother‘s womb in the water also suggests a desire for cleansing, rebirth, and 
rejuvenated spirit to counter the contamination and degeneration of modern 
society plagued by, in the protagonist‘s words, ―formulating dry official 
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documents,‖ ―countless frictions among people,‖ ―complex network of 
personal relationships,‖ 273 and symptoms of spiritual decay of all sorts.   
 
3) Somiya: Defiled Love and its Purification 
 What happened and is happening to the aborted love that allegedly 
elicits the protagonist‘s departure and return? After all, the novella builds 
upon the folksong which, thematically, sings a love story. The romance 
begins with mirth yet ended with pain. What accounts for such a 
transformation, and for what reason is it needed to be retrieved? I shall 
examine the romantic relationship between the erstwhile lovers, and want to 
draw attention to the functionality of the character of Somiya vis-à-vis 
Bayanbulag‘s male ego. In the beginning of the story, the protagonist thinks 
to himself about the theme of the folksong: ―Maybe, it (Ganga-hara) can be 
called a song of love?‖274 The question mark following the affirmative 
sentence calls into question the very statement—Is it a song of love? Even if 
the folksong indeed is concerned with romance, as I will demonstrate in this 
section, the theme of love in the fictional narrative is meant to address 
something else, something in service of the male-centered subjectivity.  
 Bayanbulag comes to the awareness of his manhood through the 
image of Somiya. They were once brother and sister, and he called her 
―Shana‖ and she called him ―Bapa‖. But at the age of fifteen Bayabulag starts 
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to see a beaming girl in Somiya, not a child anymore. The curves of her body 
arouse him and ultimately lead him to a sense of manhood:   
The old robe Somiya had on was much too close-fitting and the belt 
was girdled too tight. When she ran toward me in the radiant 
sunlight, she seemed suddenly to have shed the shell she‘d worn in 
the past. Pounding on the gates of my heart with something 
altogether strange to me, in an instant she brought me an astonishing 
revelation. Ah, mature, masculine man!275   
 
Somiya acts as the object of Bayabulag‘s desire and constitutes his self-
perception only in terms of her body that now comes into his sight.  
 But Bayanbulag‘s sense of manhood soon turns Somiya into an 
empty signifier of purity and passivity in need of his protection. He 
frequently likens Somiya to anemic imagery projected by his male fantasy. 
Take as an example the scene in which Somiya sees off her beloved one to 
the training class. The narration reads,  
Somiya had curled up into a pitiful ball next to me and was hiding 
like a little lamb under the fur robe I had spread over her. …A 
powerful flood of tenderness surged in my heart, accompanied by a 
determination to protect this pure young girl from all harm and 
unhappiness. 276 
 
Somiya is seen as ―a little lamb‖ and ―pure young girl‖ in Bayanbulag‘s eyes, 
and such projections foster ―a sense of masculine responsibility as sacred as 
that of a protective deity,‖277 and amplifies the dazzling male ego to its 
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maximum. In other words, instead of an active agency, Somiya is a rather a 
mute body, which, however, constitutes Bayanbulag‘s masculinity.  
 While it is commonly believed that Somiya‘s later defilement 
separates the lovers, I would like to argue that the breach is caused less from 
Somiya‘s physical damage than from her violation of Bayanbulag‘s fantasy. 
Admittedly, Somiya‘s loss of virginity indicates a loss of purity, which he 
hates to bear. However, with the mechanism of Freudian fetishism in mind, 
there is reason to believe in men‘s competence in covering up the lack of 
female body (literally their lack of penis) so long as it remains in the male 
fantasy. In the text, Bayanbulag intended to forgive Somiya by simply 
ignoring/concealing the crevice on her body. ―I would wait for her to reveal 
to me all the pain and injury she had suffered. Finally I would forgive her,‖ 
thinks Bayanbulag. 278 Yet what dashes his good will is actually Somiya‘s 
roaming away from his fantasy. Not a being-looked-at, silent object anymore, 
Somiya looks back and speaks as an autonomous subject. At the moment 
when Bayanbulag questions her about Shira‘s vicious doing, Somiya 
screams for something else: ―The child! My child! You—let me go!‖279 
Somiya reverses her role from a victim to someone who utters in her own 
voice. Bayanbulag‘s masculinity is utterly thwarted by Somiya‘s unvocalized 
hostility and her rising agency. He chooses to leave precisely because he is 
deprived of any role, manhood or sonhood, to play in the household.  
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 Bayanbulag‘s looking for Somiya is less about his longing for 
resuming the failed love than about an attempt to restore his defeated 
masculinity, for he continues his fantasy. Although the young local teacher 
that Somiya befriends describes otherwise, Bayanbulag sticks with his 
version of Somiya. He helplessly sighs, ―I could still not believe and accept 
them, true as they were. I could still only see the image of her gazing at the 
morning clouds, the beautiful girl with the reddish-gold light of breathless 
expectation flashing in her eyes.‖280 Bayanbulag‘s fascination with Somiya‘s 
charming image in the past is in tandem with his wistful imagination of her 
suffering in present. He pictures, ―It may well be that my Shana was calling 
to me right now from the midst of life‘s muddy torrent, waiting for me to 
stretch forth a rescuing hand.‖281 Perceiving himself (again) as the savior of 
Somiya, Bayanbulag rebuilds his sense of masculine power.  
 Somiya is rendered in a silent position again during Bayanbulag‘s 
return. By setting Somiya in physical absence, he denies her the chance to 
speak, and subjects her in his own spelling. In fact, it is Somiya‘s current 
husband, Dawasang, who serves as the judge of the grassland, seeking 
justice for her and mending the estrangement of the two sides. Recounting 
the scene of ten years ago, Dawasang says, ―Ai, brother! You really shouldn‘t 
have gone away back then! Those matters shouldn‘t be left to a woman to 
take care of. ‖282 But Bayanbulag‘s very act of paying them a visit 
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immediately gains the herdsman‘s forgiveness. Reconciliation is ironically 
reached on the occasion of men‘s drinking.  
 When Somiya finally shows up after all the twists and turns, 
Bayanbulag has de facto already completed his path of atonement. There 
was neither the heat-beating affection nor hysterical blame; the long-waited 
reunion is surprisingly undramatic. A mature Mongolian woman now, 
Somiya resembles little of what she looked and acted like before, though her 
warmth and sincerity remain. Somiya grows into a mother figure, reminding 
one of Eji. In biding Bayanbulag farewell, Somiya makes her only plea to 
him:  
If you, if you have a child in the future, and…she does not mind too 
much, bring the child here…to me! Do you understand? When I‘ve 
raised him I‘ll give him back to you!....You know, I‘m unable to bear 
any more children, but I can‘t stand it! I have to have a baby to hold. 
When I don‘t have a nursing child, I always feel I can‘t go on 
living.283  
 
Had the name of the speaker been hidden, one might well have thought 
them as Eji‘s words. Another grassland mother arises, and Bayanbulag‘s 
Shana is forever gone. As the folksong sings in the last line, ―that familiar, 
graceful figure was not my love.‖ But it is Somiya‘s maternity that energizes 
and empowers Bayanbulag.  Carrying with him the power and food for 
thought she furnishes him, Bayanbulag blazes his own trail to the future. On 
a deeper level, the fine and pure image of Somiya ingrained in his memory 
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sustains his fantasy. The infinitely deferred ―not,‖ the absence of the 
romantic object, puts the protagonist onto an eternal pursuit.  
 
********** 
Jahriyya: More Than a Religious Conversion 
 I have hitherto examined how the Red Guard spirit is incarnated in 
Zhang‘s writing of the Mongolian ethnic minority into which he was sent 
down. In the name of ―for the people,‖ the Red Guard spirit is aligned with 
the subaltern community, and this alignment at once extends the life of the 
Red Guard spirit while bringing into relief those peoples who are otherwise 
at the periphery of society.  In spite of this seemingly promising integration, 
I, nonetheless, pointed out Zhang‘s risky position of being the spokesman 
for Mongolian peoples. In reading The Black Steed, I have analyzed Zhang‘s 
endeavor to justify his speaking for, and of, the grassland. I argued that it is, 
ironically, through what is not (he is not the Mongolian rider/singer; Eji is 
not the Eji; Somiya is not his Somiya) that he accomplishes a symbolic return 
to the womb of the grassland and is driven to counter the mediocre, corrupt, 
and hideous spirit pervasive in post-Mao China. 
 Since the mid-1980s, while maintaining continued dialogue with the 
subaltern Mongolian land, Zhang has shifted his primary attention to the 
Great Northwest (da xibei) of China.  Concomitant with this new 
geographical tack was a religious turn/return. In the winter of 1984, Zhang 
Chengzhi made his first trip to Xihaigu, one of the poorest regions of China, 
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located in south Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region,284 where one finds the 
densest settlement of Hui, an ethnic minority group. An Islamic sect, 
Jahriyya, came into Zhang Chengzhi‘s life and literature as a result of his 
frequent visits to and extended residence in Xihaigu. Jahriyya is one of the 
four orders of the Islamic religion in China. It originated from a branch of 
Sufism that once prevailed in Yemen. The Jahriyya order stresses believers‘ 
intuitive, unmediated spiritual communication with God, and believers are 
known for their open recitation of prayers.285 The founder of the order was 
the Chinese Muslim Ma Mingxin who studied Sufism in Yemen and 
introduced Jahriyya into China upon his return in the mid-eighteenth 
century. The Jahriyya order expanded rapidly among the impoverished 
peasants in the desert of the Great Northwest. The history of Jahriyya is too 
complex to be summarized here.286 What I would like to highlight for the 
purpose of the present study are: the Qing Empire‘s brutal suppression of 
the sect and its followers‘ unswaying pursuit of martyrdom to defend their 
beliefs. Jahriyya is thus also called ―blood-neck order‖ (xue bozi jiao). In 
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1989, having spent five years among the Hui followers, Zhang Chengzhi 
converted to Jahriyya. His Hui origin returned, not simply as an ethnic 
identity but as a newfound religious faith.  
What accompanied his religious turn was Zhang‘s literary creations 
in which Jahriyya and religious themes and subjects emerged and 
increasingly dominated the narratives. His ―Yellow Mud Hut‖ (Huangni 
xiaowu [1985]) and ―Waning Moon‖ (Canyue [1985]) focus on the religious 
life of the Hui population in the Great Northwest. In the same year of his 
conversion, Zhang embraced Jahriyya history and published the novella 
entitled Investigation of Assassinations in the Western Province (Xisheng ansha 
kao [1989]).  Through these works, Zhang‘s graphic representations of 
violence and religious martyrdom created immense shock in Chinese 
literary circles and caused considerable consternation among critics.287 It was 
not until the release of his History of Soul (Xinling shi [1991])— a novel-cum-
historiography that gives a comprehensive and impassioned (as his works 
always are) account of the Jahriyya sect spanning about 200 years— that a 
more level-headed discussion of his endeavor finally commenced.  
If Zhang‘s lyrical, romantic, and pastoral writings of the Mongolian 
grassland made him a darling of the Chinese literary arena, his religion-
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oriented writings of Xihaigu generated suspicion and disdain. Ge Hongbing, 
for example, condemns Zhang‘s literary detour toward religion as a 
derailment that simply glorifies backwardness and irrationality. 288 It is 
recognizable that Ge‘s criticism is built upon Hegelian notions of reason and 
teleology. Zhang Yiwu, a literature professor at Peking University, dismisses 
Zhang‘s religion-themed works, writing that ―Zhang Chengzhi‘s religion 
and ‗sublimity‘ are disconnected with the cultural circumstances in the post-
new era (hou xin shiqi). In his mysterious texts, there are merely abstruse, 
irrelevant, distant and dim promises.‖289 While Jahriyya‘s Sufism and 
support of martyrdom generate obstacles in the reading experience, it does 
not necessarily make it unconnected with historical reality. I wish to argue 
that Zhang Chengzhi‘s religious turn speaks more of consistency of his 
position rather than rupture, and that it demonstrates a profound 
understanding of, and relevance to, contemporary politics.   
                                                          
288 Ge Hongbing (葛紅兵), ―Beili xing er shang xue zhi shen: Zhang Chengzhi de qitu‖ 
(Deviating from Metaphysics: Zhang Chengzhi‘s derailment背離形而上學之神：張
承志的歧途). In Zhongguo qingnian yanjiu (中國青年研究), No.5, 1996. P.8-9.  
289 Zhang Yiwu (張頤武), ―Zhang Chengzhi shenhua: Hou xin shiqi de renjian xiju‖ 
(The myth of Zhang Chengzhi: The human comedy in the post-new era 張承志神話：
后新時期人間喜劇). In Wenxue ziyou tan (文學自由談), No. 2, 1995. P. 35. The ―post-
new era‖ is one of the temporal demarcations in the history of contemporary 
Chinese literature, which usually refers to the post-1989 period. Zhang Yiwu is one 
of the representative neo-liberalist intellectuals in China. His criticism of Zhang 
Chengzhi partly is involved in the disputation between neo-liberalism and the New 
Left for which Zhang Chengzhi was an upholder. For detailed discussion about the 
China‘s neo-liberalism and the New left, refer to Xudong Zhang, Postsocialism and 
Cultural Politics: China in the Last Decade of the Twentieth Century, Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2008; Wang Hui, The End of Revolution: China and Limits of 
Modernity. London, New York: Verso 2009.  
  
237 
 
I view Zhang‘s conversion to Jahriyya as a re-incarnation of his Red 
Guard ideal and a continuation of his principle of ―for the subaltern people‖. 
Jahriyya‘s rebellious spirit and spiritual purity coincide with what Zhang 
Chengzhi has long prized. An erstwhile ―young revolutionary soldier‖ 
(geming xiaojiang) of Mao, Zhang Chengzhi takes delight in proclaiming 
that ―by 1989, I believe, I have become a new warrior of Jahriyya‖290. In a 
metonymical mode, the Jahriyya religion substitutes for his bankrupted 
Maoist belief and thus unleashes him from the fetters of his identity crisis. 
By laying stress on Jahriyya‘s resistance and rebellion against the Qing 
military force, Zhang‘s Islamic fiction in part materializes the unfulfilled yet 
haunting Red Guard spirit. 291 Literary critic Zhang Xinying astutely notes,  
Zhang Chengzhi‘s literary narration does not convey to its readers 
the feeling of religious tranquility. Instead, it still imposes a strong 
sense of pressure. In other words, although Zhang has made the 
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resolution to merge into the religious realm, there remains his ardent 
concern with the social reality that he‘s denied. His disdainfulness, 
indignation, and acrid criticism are precisely the symptoms of it.292  
 
Zhang Xinying‘s comment not only evinces the unsettling spirit lurking 
beneath Zhang Chengzhi‘s Islamic works, but also his shrewd aptitude for 
social critique through his writings. To Zhang Chengzhi, Jahriyya is more 
than a religious entity; it stands for an unambiguous grassroots community 
in the social stratum. It means hope (nianxiang) to the poverty-stricken Hui 
people of Xihaigu who have otherwise been beaten down by both the barren 
natural environment and the oppressive policies. As the character Old Yang 
in ―Waning Moon‖ (Canyue) has it, ―Without even a lamp in the air-leaking 
shabby cave adobe, one night after another, there is only Allah whom I can 
invoke. How could one stand such bitterness if deprived of hope (nianxiang) 
in heart? ‖293 In this light, Zhang‘s writing of Jahriyya carries on his literary 
ideal of ―for the people‖ for those who are repressed, marginalized, and 
poor. This time, Zhang‘s earlier anxiety over speaking caused by his lack of 
blood tie with the Mongolian people is overcome by his shared Hui ethnic 
origin and religious affinity with the Jahriyya followers.  
 How, then, does Zhang Chengzhi‘s Islamic fiction reveal, challenge, 
and re-construct (if one agrees that our current knowledge is a construction) 
                                                          
292 Zhang Xinying張新穎, Chen Sihe陳思和 , et al, ―Zhang Chengzhi: Zuowei jiaotu 
he zuiwei xiaoshuojia de neizai chongtu‖ (Zhang Chengzhi: the inherent conflicts of 
being a religious believer and a novelist 张承志：作為教徒和作為小說家的內在衝突). 
In Zuojia (作家), No. 8, 1994. P. 70.  
293 Zhang Chengzhi, ―Waning Moon‖ (Canyue 殘月), In Zhang Chengzhi, 
Investigation of Assassinations in the Western Province (a collection of his works). P. 198.  
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the social reality of contemporary China? I will turn to Zhang‘s novella 
Investigation of Assassinations in the Western Province (Xisheng ansha kao) to 
investigate the author‘s cultural/political enterprise. The first literary 
attempt after his conversion to Islam, Investigation of Assassinations in the 
Western Province obtains weight in the galaxy of Zhang‘s works based on, 
apparently, its timing as well as the writer‘s self-gratification found in it. In 
his essay, ―A letter to Lu Xun,‖ as he affirms Lu Xun‘s unparalleled creative 
capacity that, he believes, is key to the self-confidence of all writers, Zhang 
inserts in parenthesis a self-commentary:   
I hope I am allowed to give an unworthy example of my own. I 
would like to say that hadn‘t I written the two pieces, Investigation of 
Assassinations in the Western Province and ―Looking Northward of the 
Great Wall‖ (Beiwang changcheng wai, [1981]), I would be caught in 
an irresistible feeling of inferiority, regardless of the great deal of 
printing I produced. 294 
 
Being one of the most self-satisfying creative works of Zhang‘s, the novella 
provides an apt sample to investigate the author‘s political stance embedded 
within. I shall focus on the thematic and structural respects of the novella. In 
terms of the thematic, I look to the revenge motif and the blood-shedding 
violence it involves. My goal is to tackle the difficult question facing us: In 
what sense does Zhang‘s writing of revenge actually form a counter-
narrative to post-Mao economic and cultural discourses? Regarding the 
                                                          
294 Zhang Chengzhi, ―A letter to Lu Xun,‖ (zhi xiansheng shu致先生書). This essay 
was written in 1999, and was included in Zhang Chengzhi ershi nian sanwen xuan. p. 
83.  
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formatic, I will examine how Zhang Chengzhi‘s claimed ―scientific‖ writing, 
as reflected in a word of the title, ―Investigation,‖ or ―Kao,‖ meaning 
―sophisticated research‖, both excavates the buried, lost events in official 
historiography and furtively invents an alternative mode of historical 
recording.  
 
********** 
Investigation of Assassinations in the Western Province: Revenge and Beyond 
 Investigation of Assassinations in the Western Province is a revenge story.  
It narrates the plans to assassinate the two Qing commanders, Zuo Zongtang 
and Liu Jintang, who orchestrated the massacre of Jahriyya followers in the 
town of Jinjipu, Ningxia, in 1871.  The assassinations were planned by 
survivors of that massacre. I approach revenge from the angle of the 
survivor. Instead of seeing revenge as a matter of mere violence, I explore 
how the narrative in this novella goes beyond the simplistic logic of 
victimization and retaliation and instead encompasses issues of memory, 
spiritual pursuit, and post-Mao cultural values.  
 The novella starts with the image of the survivors. The Jinjipu 
massacre is said to have killed more than 300 Jahriyya. On the corpse-laden 
Jinji plain lies Yisir, a severely injured victim of the massacre, peering into 
the pitch-dark night. Obviously not the only survivor, Yisir is startled by a 
loud sound sliding through the darkness and catches sight of the shadow of 
a human figure squatting not far away. The narrative continues,  
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The black shadow sways; there are three altogether. The Jinjin land is 
like a cavern, enveloped in thick endless darkness. There is no idea 
when the noise of butchery ceases. It‘s like a dream when one shifts 
his mind to the battle cry. The dark night prostrates on the land, 
making the shadow of the three figures erect. 295   
 
The four survivors then leave the site together with the belief that it is 
incumbent on them to avenge the dead souls with whom they almost shared 
a fate. They are later settled in Yikeyang, an outlying village where they 
conceal their identity and begin to contrive the plan.   
What struck our senses is the ghostly delineation of the survivors. 
Are they yet human beings or rather ghosts who return to avenge the dead? 
Even though the breath of life proves them to be living creatures, the four 
survivors seem to have decided to live like ghosts in the shadow of the 
egregious trauma. The secret of revenge becomes the reason of their living in 
this world. On the first anniversary of the massacre, the master (shifu) lays 
down his life during the memorial ceremony, making himself a sacrifice to 
the upcoming revenge of which he has left his words to other three. The 
master‘s emotionless face, described as ―a stiff mold made of a bulk of black 
iron,‖296 remains unchanged till his death. Such a deathly countenance 
speaks volumes of the meaninglessness of life to him, as if he survived only 
for the purpose of obtaining revenge. One can find this specter-like existence 
                                                          
295 Zhang Chengzhi, Investigation of Assassinations in the Western Province. p. 108.   
296 Ibid., p. 121. 
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in all the members of the team. The old Bamboo-pen Manla,297 for example, 
―carries with him a ghostly air, glistening dimly with horrifying light.‖298 
Yisir, the youngest one, has himself once found old Manla‘s noiseless 
footsteps mysterious, but it turns out that he makes no sound either while 
walking once he commits to the task of revenge. Other than their secret plan, 
as the narration has it, ―their days are even more quiet and still than those of 
the dead.‖ 299  
 Similar to avenging ghosts who return only for the sake of what has 
happened in the past, the survivors live in, upon, for, and toward the 
memory of the massacre. Whereas history strides forward stowing away 
those wrongly died, they hold fast the catastrophe and enlarge that historical 
moment so immensely that it occupies their entire life. The survivors‘ mis-
timed existence brings into view what has been ruthlessly suppressed in the 
past and is supposedly invisible now. It, therefore, creates unease and horror 
at the time of their sudden appearance. After three years‘ incubation, the 
sturdy stableman, one of the survivors, seizes an opportunity and chops into 
pieces the head of Zuo Zongtang‘s private advisor. Although it was a failed 
attempt, as the stableman mistakes the target, his act of revenge terrifies Zuo 
Zongtang, the real criminal that they are dedicated to assassinating.  The 
novella states, ―It became widespread news: General Zuo was so frightened 
that day as to get the disease of incontinence. Since then, one finds a wet bed 
                                                          
297 In Chinese Islamic culture, ―Manla‖ (满拉) refers to students who accept scripture 
training in the mosque.  
298 Zhang Chengzhi, Investigation of Assassinations in the Western Province. P. 114.  
299 Ibid., p. 110.  
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pad hung in the backyard of the official building every day.‖ 300 The 
apparitional appearances of the survivors deeply disturb the psyche and 
physique of the commander. The survivors‘ immersion in memory thus not 
only prohibits the atrocity from being elided but, in so doing, obstructs the 
official flow of history.  
Yet what seems distasteful about the revenge to many readers is the 
means the survivors resort to—physical violence. The survivors‘ treatment 
of the victimizers seems no less diabolical and gruesome. It is true that the 
survivors have to take up revenge themselves as the society is so corrupt 
and oppressive that there is no official venue for them to seek justice. 
Nonetheless, one is left to wonder: does the novella lead to a fascination 
with violence itself and thus falls into the logic of replacing one evil force 
with another? Upon examination, I would like to suggest that Zhang 
Chengzhi sheds a reflective light on the issue of violence in his revenge 
narrative.  
Three attempts are made altogether to assassinate the main 
perpetrators of the massacre, but none is successful. In the first try, Bamboo-
pen Manla has not even gotten close to the target before he is captured. As I 
mentioned, the stableman attacked the wrong person and paid for it with his 
life. The third round is not actualized until forty years after the massacre 
when Yisir is in his fifties, being the lone survivor alive. If the first two 
attempts are still tinged with tragic heroism, Zhang Chengzhi‘s narration of 
                                                          
300 Ibid., p. 158. 
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the last one is full of contradiction and absurdity. Not long after Yisir 
assumes the task to carry out the revenge, his wife (the deceased master‘s 
daughter) informs him of the death of their foes. Zuo Zongtang died of 
illness, and Liu Jintang perished unexpectedly in the Qing capital. Ironically, 
their destruction does not bring any joy, but pain. In Zhang‘s depiction, 
―Yisir suddenly feels disconcerted and confused. He cannot stand this news. 
It comes too abruptly; he didn‘t imagine it would be like this in his 
thousand-time speculations.‖301  Unable to bear being forever unable to find 
revenge, and as a result unable to bear life itself, Yisir makes up his mind to 
obtain revenge through their enemies‘ descendants. The daring revenge has 
now transformed into a sheer desire to exert violence upon arbitrarily 
chosen objects. Through the voice of the gang leader Tie Youji, an alliance of 
Yisir, the narration challenges the idea: ―Is the feud really so deep? …what if 
those men do not know the wrongdoings of their ancestors?‖302 
Unresponsive to Tie Youji‘s query, Yisir stubbornly insists on his plan. In 
what follows, the sense of absurdity replaces the original heroism of the 
revenge. It turns out that their carefully-plotted revenge coincides with the 
break-out of the Xinhai Revolution (the Revolution of 1911). The 
revolutionaries swarm in and kill their targets before Yisir‘s team finds out 
what is happening. What appears more ironic is that Yisir‘s team in effect is 
utilized by the revolution from the very outset. Defeated, Yisir returns to the 
village of Yikeyang and decides never to try murdering any of the 
                                                          
301 Ibid., p. 163. 
302 Ibid., p.175. 
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descendants again. It is thus clear to us that violence, for Zhang, is the not 
the kernel of revenge. Zhang‘s writing rather reveals the intricate role 
violence plays with regard to personal desire and historical events.  
Instead of violence per se, at the heart of the revenge is rather the 
survivors‘ defiant position they never relinquish throughout. It is most 
compellingly and complexly manifested in the protagonist Yisir‘s 
psychological path. Yisir was then yet a sixteen-year old son who followed 
his father and brothers to the battle field of Jinji, so flustered and scared as to 
run around at random. In comparison with the other three survivors, mature 
and perspicacious in the undertaking of the revenge, Yisir constantly feels 
inferior due to his felt ignorance and sometimes apprehension. Upon the 
master‘s death, Yisir is drawn to the brink of desperation, seeing little hope 
in accomplishing the revenge without the aid of the master‘s wisdom. 
Constantly wrestling with his own timidity and impotence, Yisir‘s volition 
to revenge, nevertheless, remains unaltered; it is just a matter of the degree 
of grit and maturity. Like in the German Bildungsroman narrative, Yisir does 
eventually grow into the paragon marked by his insubordinate spirit. Yet it 
is not through violence but through his inner strength. As I have discussed, 
Yisir fails in his attempt of physical revenge. This defeat leads to a turn to his 
interiority. After he returns to the village, Yisir builds a mosque and 
becomes the Ahung (the priest of a mosque) devoting himself to spiritual 
cultivation. It is during this ordinary period of time that he shifts his focus 
from the revenge itself to the real cost of atrocity—the dead who, he stresses, 
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―need to be mourned‖. Thus, armed force gives way to spiritual 
perseverance, and bloodthirstiness gives way to purity. Yisir dies a natural 
death, with the only regret that he is not able to shed his own blood for the 
revenge so as to meet Allah with the honor of martyrship. But, miraculously, 
a blood-reddened shroud is waiting for him in the tomb as he is to be 
inhumed. This scene of wonder helps affirm the weight of resolute spiritual 
character in and of itself.   
   I have shown that Zhang Chengzhi, in Investigation of Assassinations 
in the Western Province, foregrounds the recalcitrant spirit underneath the 
survivors‘ act of revenge regardless of the circumstantial adversity. It seems 
that Zhang Chengzhi, unable to discuss in-depth the Red Guard spirit in 
contemporary China, finds the Jahriyya survivors‘ spirit a metaphorical 
substitute. Yet, I would like to suggest that Zhang not simply recapitulates 
the Red Guard spirit that finds kinship in the religious sublimity but, more 
importantly, denounces the submissiveness of the Chinese intelligentsia. 
Instead of calling those writers/scholars who have given up their critical 
stance ―zhishi fenzi‖ (知識份子 intellectuals), Zhang coins a term for them—
―zhishi jieji‖ (智識階級wisdom & knowledge class). In this interpolation, 
Zhang disparages the fact that Chinese intellectuals have used their so-called 
―wisdom‖ in order to gain wealth, status, and power.  He writes in great 
disdain: ―[Zhishi jieji] is by no means critical of the authoritative system 
which in effect feeds them. They ignore the oppression and terror that the 
bureaucratic institution exerts on the people….They renounce the 
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independent nature of literature and of the intellectuals who seek freedom of 
speech, social justice, and artistic conscience.‖303 The Jahriyya survivors‘ 
spirit allows him a voice with which to critique the knowledge-power 
alliance as well as a means by which to explode the pre-concluded and 
sealed discussion of revolutionary legacy.  
 
********** 
Investigation: Blending the Sources for Decryption 
 The theme of revenge in Investigation of Assassinations in the Western 
Province is carried out via the narrative form of investigation and decryption. 
The voice of the narrator as the inquisitor and mystery-revealer makes its 
presence known from time to time in the narrative. In the postscript (buji) of 
the novella, the narrator ―officially‖ brings himself to light and explains the 
reason for writing:  
Scores of years have passed in the twinkling of an eye. In 1989, a 
writer called Saide stumbles into the place name of ―Yikeyang‖ in a 
secretly circulated scripture. Having paid much effort, multiple 
tosses and turns in the past several years, he finally makes it to come 
to this village across thousands of miles. He verifies the origin and 
history of the four tombs based on the sources that have been hidden 
for many years. Out of excitement, he takes up the pen and writes 
down his investigation (考證 kaozheng).304    
 
                                                          
303 Zhang Chengzhi, ―Mo sui nong shi jing wu yu‖ (Words disappear when the ink 
is ready 墨雖濃時驚無語). In Zhang Chengzhi, Zhang Chengzhi ershi nian sanwen xuan 
p. 212.  
304 Zhang Chengzhi, Investigation of Assassinations in the Western Province. P. 187.   
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―The writer‖ in this passage refers to Zhang Chengzhi himself since his Hui 
name is ―Saide‖.  Layered information is embedded in the quoted text. One 
telling message is that the author of the novella has conducted the job of 
decryption. In other words, he demystifies the facts and renders a written 
account of the otherwise opaque history. If the revenge has to be kept in 
secrecy due to the severe political surveillance at the time, the author 
appropriates the form of literature to reveal the causes and effects of the 
cryptic revenge. When the survivors, the witnesses of the atrocity, are gone, 
Zhang Chengzhi‘s investigation and writing carries on the memory of it. 
 The imagery of the tombs whose references are getting cloudy 
testifies to the situation of Jahriyya‘s history that is at the risk of fading into 
obscurity. In Islamic Sufism, hierolatry takes the form of followers 
worshipping at the grave of their now-deceased religious masters. For the 
mostly illiterate Jayhriyya followers, the tombs, or gongbei in Chinese, bear 
the lineage and history of their belief. Yisir builds the mosque beside the 
three tombs of his late cohort: the master, Bamboo-pen Manla, and the 
stableman. When believers stop by the mosque, they also burn incense in 
front of the tombs, ironically, without knowing to whom they are paying 
homage. The mythical air of the tombs increases as time goes by:  
Things get mysterious; and more people come to worship the three 
tombs. With awe and fear of the secrecy, the believers kneel before 
the tombs, and commit to whole-hearted worship and full cleansing 
before invoking Allah. No one has the knowledge of who the 
occupants of the tombs are. Nor does anyone know what is buried 
beneath the grave mounds. Yikeyang becomes a holy site regardless. 
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Rumor evolves from it over time: seven pilgrimages to Yikeyang are 
equal to one journey to Mecca, the sacred city. 305   
 
Paradoxically, the bearers of history—the tombs—are turning into their 
opposite: the root of mystery and the very origin of rumor.306 After Yisir, the 
only one who knows the truth of the tombs, passes away, the history of the 
tombs is lost. As the narrator sighs: ―Since then, the truth has been all hidden. 
Nobody can expound the events that have taken place in Yikeyang 
anymore.‖307 Against the failure in recognition, remembrance, and 
transmission of history, Zhang Chengzhi‘s revelation of the secrecy becomes 
significant. It clarifies and preserves the past of Jahrinyya. It is through his 
narration that the readers gain the knowledge of the tombs as well as their 
stories. His pen records what is excluded from the official historiography 
and is vanishing in the muddy memory of Jahriyya believers.  
 Zhang Chengzhi‘s literary work not only restores what has 
disappeared from the past but also makes a brave innovation in terms of 
modes of writing.  This innovation blends Sufi mysticism in his account of 
history. Zhang‘s narration of the process of revenge is punctuated with 
                                                          
305 Ibid., p.185.  
306 I was reminded of Lu Xun‘s novella Zhujian (Molding the sword鑄劍 [1927]). In 
the story, the vendettist Mei Jianchi, his foe the King, and the swordsman are all 
beheaded and yet their heads continue to fight in the huge bronze vessel so fierce 
that the heads become indistinguishable from one another in the end. The officials 
have to bury the three heads together in the King‘s tomb. In a similar fashion, the 
tomb becomes the source of confusion and the testimony of historical absurdity. 
Zhang Chengzhi has repeatedly confessed his admiration for Lu Xun in his prose-
essays. It might be that the Zhujian is one source of inspiration for him. At least, we 
can find shared concerns such as revenge, violence, and history in both texts.  
307 Zhang Chengzhi, Investigation of Assassinations in the Western Province. p. 187.   
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miraculous scenes and visions. The delineation of a heavy snowfall first 
impresses the reader with a mythic and eerie ambience. Right after the 
master‘s death, enormously large and thick snowflakes precipitate, 
whitening the vast land of the Jinji plain. The heaven bestows a memorial for 
the martyr and all those Jahriyya who were wrongly slayed. Evocative of the 
Yuan drama Injustice to Dou’e in which an abnormal snowfall in the midst of 
summer helps to prove Dou‘e‘s innocence, the snow in this novella speaks of 
the heavenly justice that rights the wrongs inflicted by an unjust society.  
Besides bringing poetic justice, the supernatural also makes history 
in the novella. Yisir‘s visionary sight is recurrent in Zhang‘s mythical 
narration. While communicating with Allah in contemplation, Yisir can 
catch glimpses of scenes that are about to happen. Before the stableman‘s 
assassination, Yisir sees in his vision a lake and three islands, exactly the 
feature of the location where the revenge will take place. Interrupted by an 
intruder, however, the vision ends with a sudden eclipse of the scene. The 
reality follows directly with this prophetic sight: the stableman‘s attempt 
goes wrong just as Yisir‘s visionary perception stumbles. Upon Yisir‘s turn 
for revenge, he has another vision.  The chaotic scenario in his vision recurs 
in reality in which Yisir‘s team, the revolutionary army, and the forces from 
other corners of society mix together in the tumultuous revolution. In light 
of Yisir‘s visions, history appears to follow a different route to take its shape, 
a route of the spiritual as opposed to the material.    
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With all these mysterious occurrences included, one wonders: does 
Zhang Chengzhi offer a reliable historiography of the Jahriyya? This 
question puts Zhang‘s writing in comparison with the official historiography 
that is supposed to record facts and events. But taking its filtration, omission, 
let alone fabrication, into consideration, the official historiography seems to 
be no less fictional. Zhang Chengzhi, nonetheless, insists on the credibility of 
his writing. The Tongcheng school scholar Yao Nai (姚鼐) famously defines 
the three key elements of a scholarly article: Yili (義理 theory and reason), 
Kaoju (考據 investigation and proof), and Cizhang (辭章 textual rhetoric). 
With Yao‘s standard in mind, Zhang‘s including ―kao,‖ or investigation, into 
the title of the novella demonstrates a pronounced self-confidence in the 
rigorousness and fidelity of his recounting of history. As his postscript to the 
novella emphasizes, this works derives from laborious fieldwork and 
extensive reading of first-hand sources.  
Zhang‘s declaration of the reliability of his writing, in effect, points to 
the discourse of spiritual reality. The supernatural tells of the spiritual truth. 
By incorporating spiritual elements into history, Zhang Chengzhi directs his 
critique to two tendencies prevailing in contemporary China. One concerns 
the central government‘s iron-fisted control over religion that nearly nullifies 
the country‘s alleged policy of religious liberty. Oftentimes spirituality is not 
only disregarded but demonized as the anti-party, anti-government, and 
anti-people force of evil. Related to the political repression is the economic 
and cultural consumerism which places sole stress on material production 
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and enjoyment. The religion and spiritual pursuit are largely rendered 
irrelevant. More than a sympathetic revelation of Islamic Sufism, Zhang 
Chengzhi‘s historiography of spirituality counters political power, 
challenges cultural consumerism, and ultimately serves a generative 
antidote injected into the spiritually barren land of China.    
  
********** 
Conclusion: Red Guard to Educated Youth, and to Jahriyya  
  Reading across temporal, spatial, and ethnic coordinates, this 
chapter examines the pertinacious spiritual quest that informs Zhang 
Chengzhi‘s works. Instead of viewing spirituality an exclusive theme in his 
later Islamic fiction, this chapter proposes to read it as a chain of 
metamorphoses, with each form closely linked to the others. It sets out from 
Zhang Chengzhi‘s first self-identified literary creation ―the Red Guard,‖ 
which, I suggest, can be seen as the matrix of his spirit, a resistant stance to 
the authoritative system. Following the demise of Mao, the bankrupted ideal 
of the Red Guard is salvaged and materialized in Zhang‘s work about 
zhiqing life via its marriage with the aesthetic principle of ―for the people,‖ 
which simultaneously adds a subaltern ingredient to his spirit. My reading 
of The Black Steed reveals the ambiguous position of Zhang who can only 
reaffirm his identity as ―son‖ in relation to the Mongolian people and gain a 
spiritual rebirth through a symbolic return to Mother‘s womb. Zhang‘s later 
conversion to Jahrinyya, which has been often deemed as a rupture in his 
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literary career, I argue, shows rather a consistency in his pursuit of 
spirituality. Investigation of Assassinations in the Western Province‘s theme of 
revenge points to the unyielding defiance of the Jahriyya survivors who 
triumph not through violence and but through their defiant and noble spirit. 
In this light, Zhang‘s appropriation of ethnicity and religious belief is 
ultimately a reincarnation and reclamation of the bankrupted Maoist 
idealism upon which his generation‘s spirituality was once anchored. 
Zhang‘s aesthetics of spirituality carves out a space of the soul that counters 
the post-Mao society that is saturated with materialism and consumerism.  
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CHAPTER 6 
 
EPILOGUE 
 
 
In the individual chapters, I have been focused on the sent-down 
vision manifested in zhiqing writers‘ poetic engagement with the post-Mao 
modernization discourse. This vision is derived from zhiqing‘s rustication 
experience and significantly comprises an important alternative voice in 
contemporary China. I have investigated the reifications of the sent-down 
vision including Han Shaogong‘s heterogeneous notion of time, Wang 
Anyi‘s ideal of gender equilibrium and ideology-free sexuality, Ah Cheng‘s 
return to the corporeality of the human body and nature, and Zhang 
Chengzhi‘s affirmation of the importance of spirituality. Together, they 
carve out an alternative temporal spatiality where the teleological, urban-
based, consumerist, and material notion of modernity is astutely disputed 
and unsettled.     
Wrapping up the dissertation, I would like to envision possible fields 
and projects that this dissertation may lead to. While working on this project, 
I uncovered two questions that I was unable to explore within the limited 
scope of the dissertation. These questions concern, one, the corpus of texts 
written by those zhiqing who have emigrated to the United States and 
Europe and, two, the more popular representations – namely films and 
television dramas – of zhiqing experiences, which offer a new facet vis-à-vis 
the more famous zhiqing novels.  
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Regarding question one, in the course of writing and discovering 
zhiqing émigrés, I have become intrigued by the accounts of writers such as 
Jung Chang, Anchee Min, and Sijie Dai who left China and settled overseas 
yet continued to write about their sent-down experience.308 Given that my 
dissertation focuses exclusively on the most ―classical‖ of zhiqing writers, the 
exploration of diaspora writers promises to add a new dimension and new 
comparative perspectives to my effort to understand the sent-down 
experience. The following questions are worthy of investigation: Do 
diaspora zhiqing writers see their sent-down experience differently within 
the light of their having sought a new life outside of China? Has emigration 
altered their political aims and, if so, how is that manifested in their 
articulations of their sent-down experience?  How to understand their 
writings in a transnational or cross-cultural context? The diaspora writers‘ 
perspectives would certainly illuminate the works of those who remained in 
China, and vice versa. Exploring diaspora zhiqing would further the study of 
                                                          
308 Jung Chang张戎 left China for the UK in 1978 and currently lives in 
London. Published in 1991, her English novel Wild Swans: Three Daughters of 
China narrates the stories of the three female generations of Chang‘s family: 
her grandmother, her mother and her own. The section about her own story 
is autobiographical, in which the sent-down experience comprises a 
significant chapter of her life during the Mao‘s era. Anchee Min 闵安琪 came 
to the United States in mid-1980s. Her memoir in English, Red Azalea [1995], 
details her emotional stress and sexual encounters during the sent-down 
years. Sijie Dai 戴思杰 is now based in Paris and writes in French. His wrote 
and directed an adaptation of Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress [2002], 
which centers on the life of sent-down youths.  
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zhiqing literature in a transnational, cross-cultural context in which the 
problematic of translation and consumption is at work.   
      The second question that I concern is the construction and reception 
of zhiqing narratives in feature films, documentaries, and television dramas. 
The past ten years have seen a boom in presentations of the sent-down life in 
a variety of visual media, as exemplified in such films and television 
documentaries as A Sent-Down Girl (1998), The Post-Modern Life of My Aunt 
(2007), Turning Point 1977 (2009), and Days of Zeal: The 40th Anniversary of the 
Sent-down Movement (2008). I wonder how these more popular 
representations of the sent-down movement are engaging with their 
intended audiences and engendering discussion and debate outside of more 
literate, if not elite, circles. In particular, I am intrigued by the use of affect in 
these works, and I desire to explore how the strong emotions are evoked and 
involved in new formulations of class consciousness and gender relations. 
The examination of visual and other subgenres of zhiqing narrations would 
further the understanding of the afterlife of the rustication movement as we 
consider how various media can approach the same topic and generate 
nuanced messages.  
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